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Introduction 


The Encyclopedia of Postmodernism provides compre¬ 
hensive and authoritative coverage of academic 
disciplines, critical terms, and central figures 
relating to the vast field of postmodern studies. 
With alphabetically listed, cross-referenced entries, 
the volume is accessible to readers with general 
interest in postmodernism as well as those with 
specialized research agendas. The editors and 
contributors have worked to produce an encyclo¬ 
pedia combining useful introductory material with 
more advanced historical and theoretical analysis, 
including detailed further reading selections after 
each entry The goal of the volume is to assist the 
reader at several levels of research, providing 
clarification, analysis, and direction for continued 
study. The disciplinary essays, critical terms, and 
biographies foUow a convenient format, focusing 
on historical or thematic connections to postmo¬ 
dern issues. The disciplinary' essays, critical terms, 
and biographies form an interconnected study, 
defining in detail contemporary intellectual issues 
and debates in view of postmodernism’s develop¬ 
ment across the arts, humanities and social 
sciences. 

Since its inception as a literary term in the late 
1950s and its wider use as a critical term in the 
1980s and 1990s, postmodernism has emerged as a 
significant cultural, political, and intellectual force 
that defines our era. Definitions of postmodernism 
range from eclecticism and montage to neo¬ 
scepticism and anti-rationalism. Postmodernism, 
in its contradictory, sometimes misguided, and 
various deployments, has consistently challenged 
our understanding of unity, subjectivity, epistemol¬ 
ogy, aesthetics, ethics, history, and politics. Initially 
conceived as a companion to Postmodernism: Critical 
Concepts I-IV (Taylor and Winquist, eds: Routledge 


1998), The Encyclopedia of Postmodernism offers a 
wide-spectrum of perspectives on postmodernism, 
mustrating a cohesion through the mutability and 
plurality of this critical concept that is so much a 
part of our intellectual and cultural context. In this 
regard, the volume does not adhere to a single 
definition of postmodernism as much as it docu¬ 
ments the use of the term across a variety of 
academic and cultural pursuits. 

The Encyclopedia of Postmodernism resists the simple 
presentation of postmodernism as the newest style 
among many styles occurring in the post-disciplin¬ 
ary academy. Instead, the volume offers a perspec¬ 
tive on postmodernism through a diversity of 
approaches. In documenting the use of the term, 
we acknowledge that postmodernism is more than 
a fad, with much deeper and longer lasting effects 
on academic and cultural life. In general, the 
volume rests on the understanding that postmod¬ 
ernism is not so much a style as it is an on-going 
process, a process of both disintegration and 
reformation within a multitude of artistic, cultural, 
and intellectual traditions. The editors and con¬ 
tributors see the volume as postmodern, providing 
the reader with clarifications as well as contra¬ 
dictions in the field of postmodern studies. It is the 
on-going, irresolvable dispute over the precise 
meaning of the term and its application that makes 
research in this area interesting and dynamic. We 
hope that this synergy of clarification and contra¬ 
diction is reflected throughout the volume. 

The Encyclopedia of Postmodernism is the result of 
a multi-year cooperative effort. We owe immeas¬ 
urable debts of gratitude to our contributors and 
advisory board members. We also are grateful to 
have worked ivith a very talented group of senior 
editors and editorial assistants from Routledge. 
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Finally, we would like to express our thanks to our 
many students past, present (and future) for whom 
we have developed this project. 


Victor E. Taylor 
York College of Pennsylvania 

Charles E. Winquist 
Syracuse University 



A 


absence 

Absence is a lack that disrupts or defers fixU 
presence. Insofar as traditional Western thought 
and its modern consummation involve a meta¬ 
physics of presence, the functions of “absence” 
prove crucial to postmodern critiques of Western 
thought. Within a metaphysics of presence, primal 
“truth” is equated with “being,” and being is 
equated with “presence”: to be true, or truly to be, 
is to be originarily and fuUy present. This tie 
between primal truth and ontological presence 
informs traditional and modern conceptions of 
God (the source of aU truth as the full presence of 
being); of the human subject (the truth of whose 
thought and identity would be realized in rational 
self-presence); and of meaning in language (the 
truth of whose signifying movement would be 
sought in the presence of a signified). 

Indebted to Martin Heidegger’s re-definition 
of ontological truth as a differential movement of 
“un-veiling,” postmodern thinkers investigate ways 
in which the manifestation of any presence 
depends upon the concealment of some absence. 
Because the manifestation of presence is a 
differential movement, presence is not possible 
apart from absence; this necessity of absence to 
presence disallows that presence be original or fuU. 
Postmodern figures of absence thus subvert the 
metaphysics of presence, and that subversion 
decisively shapes postmodern approaches to the 
death of God, the critique of subjectivity, and 
the deconstruction of language. 

If the fuU presence of being, conceived tradi- 
tionaUy as God, is understood to constitute the 


primal source of truth or meaning, postmodernity 
confronts a crisis of truth or meaning insofar as it 
inherits, most notably from Friedrich Nietzsche, a 
deep sense of God’s absence. In response to that 
crisis, thinkers as different as Jean-Luc Marion 
and Mark C. Taylor articulate the theological or 
religious significance of an absence in and through 
which God or the sacred might be concealedly 
revealed. 

Postmodern thinkers likewise evoke absence to 
critique modernity’s attempt to ground truth in the 
rational self-presence of the self-identical subject. 
From the nothingness of mortal existence in 
Heidegger, to the radical unconscious of Jacques 
Lacan’s split subject, to the trace of the other in 
Emmanuel Levinas ’s phenomenology of the 
ethicaUy obligated self, postmodern thinkers articu¬ 
late figures of absence that haunt the subject so as 
to disallow the realization of its self-identity 
through self-presence. 

Pivotal to most aU postmodern understandings 
of absence is the question of language and 
representation, addressed exemplarily by Jac¬ 
ques Derrida, who sees absence as basic to the 
way linguistic signs function. Against the view that 
signs secure meaning insofar as they re-present the 
presence of some signified that transcends the 
movement of signification, Derrida argues that the 
absence of any such “transcendental signified” is 
necessary to the very movement of signs: signs 
signify only in their differential relation to one 
another, and thus only insofar as they never reach 
the fuU presence of an extra-linguistic signified. 

The figures of absence that inform postmodern 
thinking on the language and representation of 
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Being, God, and the subject, have been central also 
to postmodern literature, criticism, art, and 
architecture (for example, in Edmond Jabes, 
Maurice Blanchot, Anselm Kiefer, and Peter 
Eisenmann). 

TOM CARLSON 

acoluthetic reason 

Acoluthetic reason is a term coined by the 
philosophical theologian Robert Scharlemann to 
describe a self-to-other relation, in which the 
inward subjective I responds to a call to foUow 
that comes from its own subjectivity manifest in 
another person. In The Reason of Following: Christol- 
ogy and the Ecstatic I (1991), Scharlemann crosses 
and subverts the traditional boundaries between 
theology and philosophy. He investigates the 
meaning of christology for an understanding of 
selfhood and argues for the possibility that 
christology represents a form of reason, that is, a 
self-to-ofher configuration different from theoreti¬ 
cal, practical, or aesthetic reason. Forms of reason 
are understood as ontological phenomena that 
appear in some discourse. Scharlemann proposes 
that christological reason is conveyed, for example, 
in New Testament texts that narrate that Jesus said, 
“FoUow me!” and there were those who foUowed 
immediately. He maintains that these foUowers 
responded to a caU that issued from their own 
subjective I. The mark of christological or 
acoluthetic (from akolouthia, foUowing) reason is 
that the inward subjective I is confronted with its 
own subjectivity in another person; an I, not a he, 
she, it, or thou. The summons of the other, 
therefore, can activate my own free wiU and enable 
me to become what I already am potentiaUy. The 
feasibility of acoluthetic reason is suggested by the 
peculiarity of subjectivity to appear whenever I say 
and understand the meaning of the word ‘F and 
the possibility of this interior I to ‘stand outside’ of 
its own time and space. As such, acoluthetic reason 
has no special relation to theology or ontology. Its 
components (self, other, and their relation), how¬ 
ever, can become a symbol of being or God. 

Acoluthetic reason is one of the fruits of 
Scharlemann’s uncovering of notions of being-as- 


such, subjectivity, selfhood, and God that are 
forgotten in Modernity. Scharlemann draws largely 
on elements of European philosophy and theology, 
for example, Heidegger’s phenomenology of 
Dasein, his ‘destruction’ of the history of ontology, 
and Tillich’s theory of religious symbols. 

Further reading 

Scharlemann, Robert P. (1991) The Reason of 
Following: Chnstolog)i and die Ecstatic I, Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 

JAMES R. GRIT 

Adorno, Theodor Wiesengrund 

b. 11 September 1903, Frankfurt am 
Main, Germany; d. 6 August 1969, 
Valais, Switzerland 

Philosopher and social, political, and 
cultural theorist 

The work of Theodor Adorno, the exemplary 
thinker of the Frankfurt School for Social 
Research and one of the leading exponents of that 
institution’s critical theory, embodies the critique of 
philosophical systems that it sets out. It is extensive 
and wide-ranging, addressing aesthetics, modern¬ 
ism (in both its literary and musical manifesta¬ 
tions), fascism, mass culture and the administered 
society of late capitalism, among other issues. 
Adorno’s Nietzschean aversion to system is appar¬ 
ent in the content of his works, where phenomena 
are under analysis. Indeed, Adorno’s own philoso¬ 
phical arguments, are not elaborated in an 
hierarchical or propositional fashion but are rather 
structured as constellations, a term he borrows 
from his friend Walter Benjamin. It is also evident 
in his dense and paratactic style, which refuses to 
subordinate or privilege the elements of his 
critique. Accordingly, reading Adorno is tough 
going: his texts demand that the reader always 
remain attentive to their intricate weavings and 
connections. 

Adorno’s complex relationship to Nietzsche 
and Hegel allow us to sketch his proximity to 
poststructuralism. From Nietzsche, Adorno 
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took his corrosive suspicion of metaphysics and the 
enlightenment, and his valuation of art as the other 
of reason; however, Adorno’s was a melancholy 
rather than a gay science, and having narrowly 
escaped fascism in his native Germany, he was 
intensely sceptical of any conception of the 
experience of art as an instantiation of a “wiU to 
power.” From Hegel, Adorno took a dialectical 
methodology and a conception of art as a medium 
of truth, but for Adorno the dialectic is properly 
negative: the truth of philosophy has no privileged 
vantage point over the work of art whereby that 
work might be transcended through the power of 
philosophical thinking. Rather, both art and 
philosophy offer partial truths that can only be 
completed, if ever, through their interaction. 

Many of the key themes of Adorno’s philosophy 
are most accessible in the Dialectic of Enlightenment, 
which he co-wrote with another member of the 
Frankfurt School, Max Horkheimer. In a rigorously 
dialectical fashion, Adorno and Horkheimer argue 
that modernity originates in classical times and 
describes a process by which myth becomes 
enlightenment and enlightenment becomes myth 
(see also Aufkldrung). Both mythic thought and 
modern instrumental reason are expressive of the 
same drive to dominate our inner and outer nature. 
In contrast to instrumental reason’s drive towards 
mastery and objectification, the cultural artifacts 
and practices that Adorno analyzes - and in 
particular the modernist text - display a logic of 
disintegration, which undoes any illusory appear¬ 
ance of totality, and anticipates to a degree the later 
work of Jacques Derrida. However, for Adorno 
the disintegration of the work does not evoke the 
endless free play of signification. Instead, it betrays 
evidence of a possible bringing together of enlight¬ 
enment thought and nature that does not involve 
the effacement of their differences under a false 
sublation or synthesis, but rather defends reason 
from irrationalism by finding traces of emancipa¬ 
tory reason among the instrumental. Adorno’s 
critique of Hegel’s dialectical sublation - a crude 
version of which constitutes instrumental reason - 
extends to Adorno’s diagnosis of fascism, where 
identity thinking, with its characteristic effacement 
of difference, is symptomatic of a compulsion to 
demonize and reject whatever is other or incom¬ 
mensurable. This is far from having only philoso¬ 


phical consequences: in Negative Dialectics, he writes 
“Auschwitz confirmed the philosopheme of pure 
identity as death” (Adorno 1973: 362). 

In his engagement wdth the texts and media of 
mass culture, Adorno anticipates developments in 
cultural studies, but as is evident form his extended 
debate with Benjamin, he is pessimistic about mass 
culture’s emancipatory potential. Mass enlighten¬ 
ment for Adorno is mass deception. Yet for aU his 
privileging of the elite modernist work, by itself it 
cannot supply what mass culture lacks, as it can at 
best offer only a semblance of reconciliation: it is 
only in some as yet unrealized, non-reductive 
dialectical synthesis of the two that freedom can 
come about. In his correspondence with Benjamin, 
he writes that mass and elite culture are two halves 
of an essential freedom to which they do not add up. 

Yet modernism remained crucial for Adorno, 
not least because he was a modernist himself, 
having studied composition with Alban Berg in 
Vienna in the 1920s. His last text. Aesthetic Theory 
(left unfinished at his death), culminates his thought 
on modernist aesthetics, as it reaffirms his 
uncompromisingly utopian — and simultaneously 
deeply pessimistic - Marxist critique of modern 
society. In Adorno’s account, the independence of 
the modernist work allows for a critique of social 
institutions as well as for a positing of utopian 
alternatives. But that independence is itself con¬ 
tingent upon the reification and class conflict of 
late capitalism. Adorno sees in modern art both the 
production and dismantling of the reified subject of 
advanced capitalism (see also subjectivity). Even 
though modern art is produced and consumed by 
this false subject that it sets out to unmask, it also 
evokes the voices of a repressed utopian collective. 

See also: Dialectic of Enlightenment 

Further reading 

Adorno, Theodor (1973) Negative Dialectics, trans. 
E.B. Ashton, New^ York: Herder and Herder. 

-(1974) Minima Moralia: Reflections from Damaged 

Lfe, trans. E.EN. Jephcott, London: Verso. 

-(1991) Notes to Literatim, trans. Shierry Weber 

Nicholsen, 2 vols. New York: Columbia Uni¬ 
versity Press. 

- (1997) Aesthetic Theory, trans. Robert HuUot- 
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Kentor, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press. 

Adorno, Theodor and Horkheimer, Max (1972) 
The Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. John Gum¬ 
ming, New York: Continuum. 

BRIAN WALL 

African American Studies 

Insofar as postmodernism seeks to destabilize 
notions of fixed or essential truths and identities, 
it is a body of thought both useful and problematic 
for the discipline of African American Studies. On 
the one hand, the creation and growth of African 
American Studies can be regarded as a triumph of 
postmodernism in the sense that the discipline 
represents a grand counter narrative to be posed 
against dominant, western European ideologies. By 
conceptualizing a “Black Aesthetic"’ or a “Black 
Sociology,” African American scholars successfully 
resist the erasure of specific cultural perspectives. 
This activity can be labeled an interventionist 
postmodernism. Among other impulses, it gener¬ 
ally represents the political desire to combat 
external forces that are detrimental to the African 
American community. On the other hand, if the 
injection of Blackness or Africanity into academic 
and public discourses is meant to portray founda¬ 
tional truths about aU African Americans, then it 
runs counter to postmodernism and such discourse 
is subject to spirited challenge from Afro-postmo¬ 
dernists within the field. This objection is fre- 
quendy less political - or at least less radical - than 
the viewpoint it opposes; it most likely involves 
celebratory talk about hybridity or multiple sub¬ 
jectivities, and sometimes calls into question the 
very idea of an African American community. This 
can be described as a reflective postmodernism. 

Historical relationship of African American 
Studies to postmodernism 

In this context, African American Studies mainly 
refers to the programs and departments that exist 
in colleges and universities in the United States. 
Largely propelled by Black student activism, 
African American Studies became a part of the 


administrative structure of academe in 1968, when 
the first department was established at San 
Francisco State College. Although definitions of 
the field vary, the organized study of social 
phenomena related to African Americans is its 
central mission. As programs and departments 
developed, they were staffed primarily by social 
scientists and humanities scholars, a configuration 
that sometimes proved to be an uneasy alliance. 
Political scientists, economists, and sociologists, for 
example, often felt that the discipline should 
revolve around their specializations and conceived 
of litde need for, say, philosophers or literary critics. 
Indeed, in the 1960s, sociology was the privileged 
academic site for theorizing issues of race and 
ethnicity, which are concerns that lie at the heart of 
inquiry in African American Studies. In contrast to 
many social scientists, humanities scholars natu¬ 
rally considered attention to artistic, linguistic, and 
epistemological aspects of African American cul¬ 
tural formations to be indispensable. Whatever the 
tension between disciples of the social sciences and 
the humanities, it is apparent that the humanities 
scholars were the ones primarily responsible for 
importing, mostly by way of poststructural literary 
theory, self-conscious postmodernism into the field. 
The first major development along these lines 
occurred during the 1980s. Since then, many of the 
leading figures in African American Studies are 
associated with poststructural methods. 

Contemporary issues 

As would be expected, identity issues are at the 
core of postmodernism’s relationship to contem¬ 
porary African American Studies. Perhaps the 
most striking examples of the 1990s are the 
discourses surrounding the bi-racial movement 
and Afrocentricity. These discussions mark the 
poles of the continuum along which considerations 
of African American identity can be charted. 

The bi-racial movement is the attempt to 
diminish Blackness and force government recogni- 
ton - by census categories, for example - of mixed 
race (usually meaning Black and White) status. 
Although there has always been contention about 
what constitutes acceptable Blackness, the aca¬ 
demic debates hardly ever hinged on biology. The 
Blackness in question referred to politics and style. 
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Under the influence of postmodernism, the 
proponents of the bi-racial movement push the 
deconstruction of race - a move they share with 
several other groups of intellectuals - and the 
concommitant deconstruction of a Black essence. 
But ironically, as they carry forward the attack on 
racial essentialism, they also resort to physiological 
determinism, a decidedly unpostmodern perspec¬ 
tive. They make a case for special status based on 
what they consider to be a fundamental difference 
in genetics between themselves and “pure” African 
Americans. Thus their argument largely rests upon 
maintaining the very categories they have decon¬ 
structed. 

Affocentiicity means, in part, employing an 
African-centered vision, an African worldview, at 
the center of scholarly investigation. Afrocentricity, 
therefore, can be termed a modernist Africanity. It 
suggests a patterned explanation or justification for 
behavior; it offers a centering, or recentering, for 
African Americans. Thus it advocates a transcen¬ 
dent reality. The predictable postmodern criticism 
is that Afrocentricity is a totalizing, thus stifling, 
discourse. 

To the extent that African American Studies 
intends to be a liberatory mechanism within the 
African American community, it is necessary to 
promote Black cohesiveness in order to successfully 
make group claims on powerful institutions 
through such initiatives as affirmative action. 
Afrocentricity potentially serves that end, and an 
interventionist postmodernism is sympathetic to 
any effort to disrapt dominance. But a reflective or 
passive postmodernism, a nihilistic acceptance of 
relativity, undermines the discipline’s activist pro¬ 
ject. 

Further reading 

Alkalimat, Abdul and Associates (1986) Intoduciion 
to Afro-American Studies (6th edn), Chicago: 
Twenty-first Century Books. 

Banikongo, Nikongo (ed.) (1997) Leading Issues in 
African-American Studies, Durham, NC: Carolina 
Academic Press. 

Henry, Paget (1995) “Sociology: After the Linguis¬ 
tic and Multicultural Turns,” Sociological Forum, 
10(4): 633-52. 

Karenga, Maulana (1993) Introduction to Black Studies 


(2nd edn), Los Angeles: The University of 
Sankore Press. 

Nielsen, Aldon Lynn (1997) Black Chant: Languages of 
African-American Postmodernism, Cambridge: Cam¬ 
bridge University Press. 

KEITH GILYARD 

Agamben, Giorgio 

b. 1942, Rome, Italy 

Philosopher and literary theorist 

In 1966 and again in 1968, Giorgio Agamben 
studied with Martin Heidegger during two 
seminars at Le Thor. Not only did Agamben work 
with Heidegger early in his philosophical career, 
but Agamben also dedicates Stanza: la Parola e il 
fantasma nella culture occidentale (Stanzas: Word and 
Phantasm in Western Culture) (1977) to the 
memory of Heidegger. Agamben’s work, therefore, 
begs to be read within the philosophical context of 
Heidegger’s philosophy and especially his focus 
upon the relationship of language, presence, and 
Being (Dasein). Even though a number of 
significant parallels are evident in Agamben’s and 
Heidegger’s writings - for example, the privileging 
of language, the centrality of Being in each of their 
writings, the use of poetry as a vehicle for 
philosophical investigation, and the ongoing attrac¬ 
tion to ancient Greek philosophy - Agamben’s 
work needs to be understood as not merely an 
extension of Heidegger’s German romantic philo¬ 
sophy, but rather as an important contemporary 
bridge that links Heidegger, ancient philosophy, 
and the postmodern philosophical present. 

Not surprisingly, Agamben’s work provides a 
careful explication of traditional philosophers such 
as Aristotle, Plato, Hegel, Kant, and various 
medieval theologians/philosophers, but such con¬ 
temporary postmodern thinkers as Ferdinand de 
Saussure, Sigmund Freud, Walter Benjamin, 
and Jacques Derrida also figure largely in 
Agamben’s philosophical and literary landscape. 
Moreover, Agamben has also edited the Italian 
version of the complete philosophical works of 
Benjamin. As such, Agamben’s writings map a 
philosophical genealogy that traces the degree to 
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which postmodern philosophy has continued to 
explore subjects that have been the mainstay of 
traditional philosophy: the issues related to repre¬ 
sentation in language, thought, and the arts; the 
question of form in relationship to ideas; and the 
social and ethical dimensions of being, techne, and 
nomos. 

Perhaps the most significant contribution by 
Agamben has been his meditation upon how the 
postmodern emphasis upon identity politics 
prompts a return to the centrality of ethics in any 
discussion of the social. Agamben announces his 
exploration of the nexus of politics, society, and 
ethics at the very close of his Linguaggio e la morte: un 
semimrio sul luogo della negativita (Language and 
Death: The Place of Negativity) (1982), where he 
concludes that language is in fact a collective voice 
and as such any moment is an annunciation of 
ethos, which must prompt a vigilant and ongoing 
consideration of ethics. 

Agamben has continued to explore the inter¬ 
relatedness of language, politics, society, and ethics 
in his more recent books, Comanita che vienne (The 
Coming Community) (1993) and Idea della prosa 
(Idea of Prose) (1985). In this way, the trajectory of 
Agamben’s writing has continued to explore 
traditional philosophical themes (for example, 
Aristotle’s discussion of language and soeiety in 
Poetics and the Mcomackean Ethics or Plato’s explica¬ 
tion of government and citizenship in The Republic), 
but Agamben’s contribution has been to synthesize 
our contemporary' understanding of knowledge, 
language, and politics with the fundamental social 
and ethical questions that have been posed, 
reconceived, and re-evaluated by philosophers 
throughout human history. 

DAVID CLIPPINGER 


agency 

Agency is the state or capability to determine 
oneself and one’s own actions in an individual, 
collective, or otherwise social sense. The term is 
used to describe the state of being present, aetive, 
or self-actualized in the performance of political, 
ideological, philosophical selfhood, or commu¬ 
nity, despite any system which infringes upon or 


otherwise precludes this ability. As a conscious state 
of activity, “agency” suggests a distinct, yet 
culturally variable, postmodern impulse toward 
self-consciousness with the intention to subvert or 
undermine social or political oppression. 

The concept of agency brings into question the 
freedom and the power to act or choose voluntarily 
and deliberately. This aspect of the problem of 
agency was raised by Althusser’s concept of 
“interpellation.” Louis Althusser (1918-90) sug¬ 
gests that aU individuals are subjects of ideological 
influence, and therefore, have limited will or control 
outside of prevailing discursive systems. The 
question of the extent to which one has the freedom 
to act or to represent oneself on one’s own behalf is 
an irony of postmodern thought. Given the concept 
of the varied and often contradictory positions of 
the subject, it may or may not be an agent in a given 
situation. The subject’s ultimate power and free¬ 
dom of choice depends upon the circumstances, 
and is therefore determined by predominant 
ideological influences in each individual situation. 

Further reading 

Altieri, Charles (1994) Subjective Agency: A Theoiy of 
First-Person Expressivity and its Social Implications, 
Cambridge: Blackwell Press. 

Archer, Margaret (1996) Culture and Agency: The Place 
of Culture in Social Theory, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Segal, Jerome (1991) Agency and Alienation: A Theory of 
Human Presence, Savage, MD: Roman and 
Littlefield Publishers. 

Steele, MeUi (1997) Theorizing Textual Subjects: Agency 
and Oppression, Cambridge: Cambridge Univer¬ 
sity Press. 

LISA M.ORTIZ 

allegory 

Allegory derives etymologically from Greek alios 
(other) and agorein (to speak). In its broadest sense, 
allegory can include all literature, since all texts can 
be read “otherwise.” While scholars continue to 
debate what exactly distinguishes the genre of 
allegory from aU other allegorical possibilities, there 
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seems to be some consensus that what defines 
allegory as a genre is the degree to which it is 
aware of its own artifice. Gordon Teskey (1990) 
points out that allegory, unlike the related forms of 
parable and fable, offers clues to its own inter¬ 
pretation. By this definition Western narrative 
allegory begins with Prudentius’s Psyckomachia (4th 
century CE), in which personified virtues and vices 
battle over a human soul. Allegory became 
immensely popular throughout the Western Mid¬ 
dle Ages and into the age of Enlightenment in a 
more satirical form (for example, Gulliver’s Travels), 
finally losing favor with the rise of realism and 
romanticism until its resurgence in the modern era. 

Because allegorical narratives so overdy and 
convincingly construct another level of meaning, 
they have been mistakenly dismissed as limited and 
transparent, though critics in recent decades have 
tried to dispel that notion. TkUegory, according to 
Maureen QuiUigan, “names the fact that language 
can signify many things at once” (1979: 26). 
Departing from traditional views, QuiUigan defines 
allegory in terms of its obsession with language, 
thereby including traditional as weU as postmodern 
texts. For QuiUigan, “AU true narrative aUegory has 
its source in a culture’s attitude toward language, 
and in that attitude, as embodied in the language 
itself, aUegory finds the limits of its possibility. It is a 
genre beginning in, focused on, and ending with 
[words]” (1979; 15). Perhaps the most striking 
feature is that, unlike other genres, aUegory 
requires the reader’s fuU and active participation 
in the production of meaning. 

Renewed fascination with language in the 
twentieth century quite naturaUy prompted a new 
interest in aUegory, as witnessed in the writings of 
Walter Benjamin, Samuel Beckett, Bertolt Brecht, 
James Joyce, and Franz Kafka. Postmodern artists, 
literary as weU as visual, find in aUegory’s over¬ 
determined signs and overburdened artifice a way 
to imdermine and destabUize rather than reinforce 
universal truths. Brian McHale attributes the 
resurgence of aUegory to “postmodernism’s onto¬ 
logical poetics” where “aUegory offers itself as a 
tool for exploring ontological structure and fore¬ 
grounding ontological themes” (1987: 141). 
McHale also notes a consistent trend in postmo¬ 
dern allegory to establish “warring principles” or 
“semantic oppositions personified” (1987: 142). 


Instead of the medieval “good versus evU,” 
opposition, however, these “Manichean aUegories” 
“tend to prefer the Nietzschean opposition be¬ 
tween the ApoUonian and Dionysian principles, 
rational order vs. mindless pleasures” (1987: 142). 
At times, postmodern aUegory mocks its own form 
by setting up overly simple correspondences only to 
reveal greater complexities than can be sustained 
by the superficial artifice, and the aUegory coUapses 
on itself 

Theresa Kelley explains modern aUegory’s 
reinvention as an outgrowth of its literary past: 
“With each return to its earUer moments and 
forms, aUegory becomes incrementaUy different, 
yet strangely familiar” (1997: 14). Over the 
centuries the form has evolved, adapting to the 
varied cultural landscapes in which the aUegorical 
impulse finds itself This new aUegorical breed is 
extremely versatile, meshing weU with magical 
realism, science fiction, poUtical satire, critical 
theory, and even anthropological commentary'. 
Innovative allegorists of the postmodern era 
include Thomas Pynchon, Angela Carter, Iris 
Murdoch, Jerzy Kozinski, Gabriel Garcia Mar¬ 
quez, and Wole Soyinka. 

References 

Kelley, Theresa M. (1997) Reinventing Allegory, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
McHale, Brian (1987) Postmodernist Fiction, London 
and New York; Routledge, especiaUy 140-7. 
QuiUigan, Maureen (1979) The Language of AUegory: 
Dfning the Genre, Ithaca, NY: CorneU University 
Press. 

Teskey, Gordon (1990) “AUegory,” in The Spenser 
Encyclopedia, ed. A.G. Hamilton et al, Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press. 

Further reading 

de Man, Paul (1979) Allegories of Reading: Figural 
Lanffeage in Rousseau, Nietzsche, Rilke, and Proust, 
New Haven, CN and London; Yale University 
Press. 

- (1983) “The Rhetoric of Temporality,” in 

Blindness and Insight: Essays in the Rhetoric of 
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Longxi, Zhang (1994) “Historicizing the Postmo¬ 
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Language 36(2): 212-31. 

Teskey, Gordon (1996) Allegory and Violence, Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press. 

HELENE SCHECK 

altarity 

The term “altarity” was coined by Mark C. 
Taylor in Altarify (1987) to evoke the religious 
significance of the otherness or alterity that is 
excluded or repressed by modern conceptions of 
the human subject. In Altarity, Taylor argues that 
the operations of irreducible difference constitute 
a postmodern concern insofar as modern philoso¬ 
phy, in its conception of the human subject, seeks to 
reduce aU difference to identity. Grounded in a 
metaphysics of presence, the modern concep¬ 
tion of the self-identical subject begins with Rene 
Descartes (1596-1650), who, by seeking truth in 
the self-certainty of the thinking subject, ultimately 
conceives the subject’s relation to otherness as a 
mediated form of self-relation. This attempted 
return to self through the consciousness of other¬ 
ness reaches its summit in G.W.F. Hegel (1770- 
1831), who, in seeking to realize the full self- 
consciousness of the rational subject, epitomizes 
the modern dream of a total self-presence un¬ 
disturbed by absence. While recognizing that 
Hegel sought to reconcile opposites without 
destroying difference (so as to avoid both the 
unreconciled oppositions of Kant’s philosophy and 
the dissolution of difference in post-Kantian 
identity philosophies), Taylor insists that Hegel’s 
conception of absolute subjectivity ultimately 
subordinates difference to identity. Setting out to 
deconstruct that subordination, Taylor explores 
figures of difference that radically disrupt the self¬ 
presence of modern philosophy’s self-identical 
subject. 

In his deconstruction of the modern subject via 
the thought of altarity, Taylor relies on the critique 
of Hegel developed in twentieth-century France 
among structuralist and poststructuralist theorists 
indebted not only to Ferdinand de Saussure but 
also to Friedrich Nietzsche, Sigmund Freud, and 


Martin Heidegger. In drawing on such theorists, 
Taylor explores linguistic, psychological, and 
temporal operations of alterity that disrupt the 
self-identity of Hegel’s modern subject. Always 
already constituted in relation to an otherness that 
it never fuUy comprehends, the postmodern subject 
would exist temporally between a past that was 
never present and a future that never arrives; it 
would suffer a desire that knows no fulfillment; and 
it would inhabit a language whose differential 
condition of possibility speUs the crisis of linguistic 
plenitude. 

For his interpretation of the crisis into which 
postmodern figures of difference throw the modern 
subject, Taylor depends above aU on Jacques 
Derrida’s notion of differarwe, which Taylor’s own 
altarity repeats, but with a difference: for altarity 
elicits a religious significance of difference that 
differance itself may have repressed or avoided. 
Taylor develops this religious significance through 
a return to Soren Kierkegaard (1813-55). By 
reading postmodern thought as the attempt to 
elicit a difference that Hegelian philosophy leaves 
unthought, Taylor can argue that postmodern 
thought constitutes an extension of the attack on 
Hegel that Kierkegaard initiated in the name of a 
religious otherness not comprehended by Hegel’s 
rational system. The critique of Hegel developed 
by Derrida and other thinkers of difference thus 
provokes a return to Kierkegaard that might allow 
one to consider the sacred character - the altarity - 
of postmodernity’s alterity. 

Further reading 

Taylor, Mark C. (1984) Erring: A Postmodern Ai 

theology, Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
-(1987) Altarity, Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press. 

TOM CARLSON 

alterity 

Alterity designates that which is either opposed to, 
separate from, or controlled tvithin a closed system. 
Not easily identified with any individual or school 
of postmodern thinkers, the notion of alterity or 
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otherness holds a prominent place in the thought of 
nearly aU postmodern philosophers, theologians, 
psychologists, and artists. In an age haunted by a 
recent past that responded to the problem of 
alterity with the horrors of racism, sexism, and 
genocide, it is not surprising that postmodern 
thinkers should be fascinated with the problem of 
alterity and should seek more tolerant, more 
patient, understandings of alterity. One therefore 
cannot speak of the postmodern concern for 
alterity without acknowledging its ethical or 
political significance. 

Almost unanimously, postmodern thinkers have 
rejected the understanding of alterity and otherness 
which is found in the dialectic and logic of G.W.F. 
Hegel. Within Hegel’s thought, the other is 
opposed to the self or the I (see opposition). This 
other is a negation of the self, which is in turn 
negated through the process of self-realization 
whereby the self comes to see itself in the other. 
In the other, the I recognizes itself outside itself and 
then becomes fuUy present to itself in and through 
the negation of the alterity of the other. 

In the postmodern reading of Hegel, such a 
negation of alterity is suspected of being closely 
allied to the catastrophic events of the twentieth 
century. At least two important ways of rethinking 
the problem of alterity can be identified in 
postmodern thought. First, certain postmodern 
thinkers have articulated a notion of alterity in 
which the other is not the opposite or negation of 
the self, but is wholly or absolutely other. On such a 
reading, the alterity of the other is not defined by its 
relation to the self Rather, the alterity of the other 
is articulated as such. It is different without being 
opposed. The early work of Emmanuel Levinas, 
aspects of the thought of GiUes Deleuze, certain 
feminist and ethnic thinkers, and some theologians 
wrote important works in which such a notion of 
alterity figures significandy Second, another school 
of postmodern thinkers has conceived alterity as a 
lack within the whole. Indebted to Freudian 
notions of the unconscious and the repressed as 
well as to Heideggerian notions of forgetfulness or 
the oblivion of Being, this notion of alterity holds 
that the other is present only as absent from the 
whole or the same (see absence; Freud, Sig¬ 
mund; Heidegger, Martin). The alterity of the 
other is that which must be excluded from or 


controlled by the totality if the self-identity of the 
same is to be realized (see Derrida, Jacques; 
Foucault, Michel). The other is thus integral to 
the identity of the same at the same time as it is 
different from it. 

Further reading 

Derrida, Jacques (1973) “Differance,” in Speech and 
Phenomena, Evanston, IL: Northwestern Univer¬ 
sity Press. 

Descombes, Vincent (1980) Modern French Phihsophy, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich (1977) Phenmnen- 
ology of Spirit, Oxford: Oxford University Press 
(especially B, IV) A “Lordship and Bondage”). 
Levinas, Emmanuel (1969) Totality and Infinity, 
Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press. 

Taylor, Mark C. (1987) Altarity, Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press. 

JEFFREY KOSKY 

Althusser, Louis 

b. 16 October 1918, Birmandreis, Algeria 
Marxist philosopher 

Louis Althusser’s project was to reconstruct Marx¬ 
ism in the wake of structuralist and poststructuralist 
theories of discourse. He advanced a sustained 
critique of humanism, historicism, and empiricism, 
as the conduits of the influence of bourgeois 
ideology on contemporary Marxist theory. Althus¬ 
ser argued that these bourgeois modes of under¬ 
standing blocked a scientific theorization of history 
as the contradietory articulation of structures, with 
the economic determinant in “the last instance.” 
Humanism obscures the faet that subjectivity is a 
product of the mode of production and hence 
historical. Historicism, meanwhile, needs to be 
countered by a theorization of any historical 
conjuncture as contradictory and complex, con¬ 
stituted by the articulation of antagonistic and 
heterogeneous processes and materials. Empiri¬ 
cism, finally, undermines a genuinely scientific 
understanding of history which presupposes that 
knowledge is only made available through an 
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internally coherent problematic which constitutes 
the “object of knowledge” (as opposed to the “real 
object”). 

In his reconstruction of Marxism as the science 
of history, Althusser furthermore reworked Marxist 
epistemology by introducing the concepts of 
structural determination and overdetermination. 
These concepts contest the forms of essentialism 
Althusser saw as introducing bourgeois ideology 
into Marxism. Structural determination, in which 
causes are only present in their effects, rather than 
self-present essences which are ontologicaUy privi¬ 
leged over mere epiphenomena, challenged me¬ 
chanical models of causality and those which rely 
upon a Hegelian notion of totality. Overdetermi¬ 
nation, meanwhile, is intended to account for 
historical antagonisms and breaks which could not 
be explained on the assumption of the unfolding of 
a homogeneous historical essence. 

Althusser’s theory of ideology has also been of 
major significance. He critiqued the notion of 
ideology as an illusion which simply reproduces in 
spiritual form man’s alienation. He argued instead 
for an understanding of ideology as a “representa¬ 
tion of the imaginary relationship of individuals to 
their real conditions of existence.” Furthermore, he 
argued that ideology is material, and hence needed 
to be understood in relation to the practices which 
maintain and reproduce it. He thus introduced the 
concept of Ideological State Apparatuses to 
accoimt for institutions, in particular the media 
and education, which reproduce ideology by 
producing subjects as its bearers. Althusser sug¬ 
gested that this process takes place through what he 
called “interpellation,” whereby the individual is 
produced as a subject who recognizes him/herself 
in existing reality, and hence recognizes that reality 
as the only possible one. 

Althusser’s aim was to defend Marxism as a 
mode of scientific theory and critique which can 
grasp the limitations of existing capitalist society 
and produce the knowledge required to transform 
it into socialism. However, Althusser never ade¬ 
quately integrated the concepts of class struggle 
and revolution into his reconstruction of Marxism. 
He therefore left open the possibility of appro¬ 
priating his conceptual innovations for a post- 
Marxist project which, by privileging overdetermi¬ 
nation over structural determination, substituting 


for Althusser’s scientific realism a full scale 
conventionalism which denies any knowledge of 
the real, and using what for Althusser was stiU a 
critical notion of ideology to support a relativist 
understanding of ideology as self-representation, 
post-Althusserian post-Marxism has moved ever 
further away from a scientific, revolutionary 
politics. 

Further reading 

Althusser, Louis (1979) For Marx, London: Verso. 

-(1979) Reading “Capital”, New York; Verso. 

- (1976) Essays in Self-Criticism, London: New 

Left Books. 

-(1971) Lenin and Philosophy, New York: Monthly 

Review Press. 

CaUari, Antonio, et aL (1995) Postmodern Materialism 
and the Future of Marxist Theory: Essays in the 
Ahhusserian Tradition, Hanover, NH; University 
Press of New England. 

Resch, Robert Paul (1992) Althusser and the Renewal of 
Marxist Social Theory, Berkeley, CA; University of 
California Press. 

ADAM KATZ 

Altizer, Thomas J.j. 

b. 28 September 1927, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, USA 

Theologian 

Thomas JJ. Altizer has been since the mid-1960s 
one of America’s foremost “death of God” 
theologians. From the groundbreaking Gospel of 
Christian Atheism (1966) to works like The Genesis of 
God: A Theological Genealogy (1993), Altizer’s dialec¬ 
tical thinking has drawn consistendy on eschatolo¬ 
gical biblical language and on the great apocalyptic 
visions of western philosophy (especially G.W.F. 
Hegel and Friedrich Nietzsche) and literature 
(especially the Christian epic tradition from Dante 
and Milton to William Blake and James Joyce) in 
order to demonstrate the theological significance of 
modern culture’s atheism. 

For Altizer, the pronouncement by Nietzsche 
that “God is dead” can be read as the fullest 
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realization of the original - but forgotten — message 
of Jesus that the kingdom of God is “at hand” or 
present in the “here and now.” The God who 
“dies” for Altizer would be the transcendent God 
of classical theism who, as eternal and unchanging, 
remains beyond this world and its history in such a 
way as to judge and condemn them; through his 
death, that God would enter fuUy and irreversibly 
into the human and historical world, thereby 
liberating humanity from the guilt or unhappy 
consciousness that it suffers in face of unattainable 
divine transcendence. Altizer thus reads Nietzsche 
within a Hegelian conception of kenosis and 
incarnation; the negation of God’s other-worldly 
transcendence occurs in the self-emptying through 
which God becomes fuUy incarnate and thus 
immanent in this world and its history. God 
becomes totally present there where he loses any 
identity distinct from the human here and now, and 
in this sense the most deeply atheistic culture of 
modernity, which realizes a new and universal 
humanity, becomes also the very self-embodiment 
of God. 

WTiilc his death of God theology is crucial for 
such postmodern religious thinkers as Mark C. 
Taylor, Charles Winquist, and Edith Wyscho- 
grod, Altizer insists that “there cannot yet be a 
postmodern theology” insofar as “a fuUy modern 
theology has not yet been written or conceived” 
(Altizer 1993: 2). Such a “fuUy modern theology,” 
toward which Altizer himself works, would articu¬ 
late a universal faith within a wholly secularized 
world, a purely human faith that transcends both 
any distinctly Christian identity and any identifi¬ 
able God. For some avowedly postmodern thinkers, 
Altizer’s contention that God’s total presence is 
realized in a new and universal humanity might 
remain bound to a modern philosophy of the 
subject and a “metaphysics of presence” which, in 
light of post-Hegelian thought from Martin 
Heidegger to Jacques Derrida, themselves call for 
a more radical deconstruction. 

Further reading 

Altizer, Thomas JJ. (1966) The Gospel of Christian 

AAeism, Philadelphia: Westminster Press. 

-(1977) The Self-Embodiment of God, New York: 

Harper and Row. 


-(1980) Total Presence: The LanffMge of Jesus and 

the Language of Today, New York: Seabury Press. 

-(1985) History as Apocalypse, Albany, NY: State 

University of New York Press. 

- (1993) Genesis and Apocalypse: A Theological 

Genealogy, Louisville, KY: Westminster/John 
Knox Press. 

TOM CARLSON 

anamnesis 

Anamnesis is a Greek term meaning “recollection” 
or “reminiscence,” from the verb anamimneskein 
(ana, again, and mimneskein, to call to mind). The 
doctrine of anamnesis is a central tenent of Plato’s 
philosophy, proposed in response to the paradox of 
learning presented in the Meno\ “It is impossible for 
a man to discover either what he knows or what he 
does not know. He could not seek what he knows, 
for since he knows it there is no need of the inquiry; 
nor what he does not know, for in that case he does 
not even know what he is to look for” (Mem 80e). 
This aporia is resolved by the myth of reminiscence: 
to learn is to remember. Knowledge is recollection 
of an Idea that was once present to the immortal 
soul in a mythic time, but has since been forgotten 
or effaced. 

The doctrine has been a point of reference for 
contemporary discussions of memory, notably 
those of Jacques Derrida (in Memories, and else¬ 
where), for whom memory does not simply recall 
what is already there, but is also an unforseeable 
event, necessarily linked to the future. Derrida has 
frequendy called attention to the difficulties of the 
notion of recollection, which concern the link 
between memory and forgetting, the bridging of 
the rift between the past and the present, the 
coming to presence of the non-present, and so on. 
Anamnesis has been discussed by thinkers in several 
disciplines: history, particularly in relation to the 
memory of the Holocaust (Wyschogrod); art, 
particularly with regard to the efforts of artists 
such as Anselm Keifer to depict the past (Benja¬ 
min); and religion, as in efforts to reinterpret the 
function of repetition in religious myth and ritual 
(Taylor). 

See also: mimesis; representation 
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Further reading 

Benjamin, Andrew (1991) Art, Mimesis, and the Avant- 
Garde: Aspects of a Philosophy of Difference, London 
and New York; Roudedge, especially ch. 3, 
“Present Remembrance.” 

Derrida, Jacques (1989) Memories for Paul de Man, 
revised edn, New York: Columbia University 
Press. 

Taylor. Mark G. (1984) Erring: A Postmodern A! 

Theology, Chicago; Universiy of Chicago Press. 
Wyschogrod, Edith (1998) An Ethic of Remembering 
Hisory, Heterology, and the Nameless Others, Chicago 
and London: University of Chicago Press, 
especially 176 ff. 

DAN SMITH 

anthropology 

Anthropology’s mission of documenting the cul¬ 
tures of the world and demonstrating the funda¬ 
mental humanity of aU peoples consolidated itself 
in the early twentieth century, just as many of its 
traditional subjects found their lives profoundly 
transformed by colonialism, capitalism, and world 
wars. With the publication of Tristes Tropiques (1955) 
by Claude Levi-Strauss (1908-), anthropology’s 
humanism bifurcated into projects asserting a 
perceived need to “preserve” and to “protect” 
the world’s “traditional” cultures from Western 
dominance, based on strong claims to difference 
and incommensurability, and projects concerned to 
prove the deep, underlying laws of human culture, 
based on strong claims of sameness and compar¬ 
ability. At the same time, especially after the 
Second World War, anthropology, like the other 
social sciences, entered a phase of positivist 
empiricism, seeking out forms of data based less 
on the anthropologist’s participation in an alien 
ethos and more on the anthropologist’s ability to 
“extract” and objectify elements of cultural life in 
order to test hypotheses about generalized psycho¬ 
logical, social, and cultural laws. At mid-century 
anthropology was relatively unified under three 
main approaches, each of which aspired to the 
model of the natural sciences: (1) structural- 
functionalism, which sought to identify social 
structures through the extrapolation of social rules 


from kinship and political processes; (2) psychocul- 
tural anthropology, based on assertions about the 
impact of cultural patterns in shaping personality; 
and (3) evolutionism, sometimes weakly rooted in 
Marxist historical materialism, based on assertions 
of unilineal or multilineal progressions from 
“simpler” to more “complex” forms of society 
due to adaptations to natural and social environ¬ 
ments. 

Although these three approaches to anthropol¬ 
ogy maintained their dominance for some time, 
anthropological theory experienced a period of 
reconceptualization during the 1960s. The impact 
of Levi-Straussian structuralism on the field 
transformed structural-functionalism and psycho- 
cultural anthropology by introducing new concep¬ 
tions of structure and mind. As well, the 
conservative political climate transformed evolu¬ 
tionism into adaptationist and ecological argu¬ 
ments. 

Two theoretical moves in the late 1960s and 
1970s further impacted the field. The first change 
involved a turning away from structuralism and 
toward hermeneutics. Clifford Geertz (1926-) was 
the pivotal figure here, bringing to anthropological 
theory a concern with the textual form of 
ethnographic writing and a theoretical attention 
to the richness of ethnographic description. He also 
relocated “culture” out of people’s heads and into 
public life, bringing attention to public symbols and 
interactions without structuralism’s drive to derive 
deep mental structures from observed phenomena. 
The second change involved a turning away from 
functionalist systems theories (of which Geertz 
himself occasionally partook) associated with 
Talcott Parsons and based on consensus models 
of society. New forms of Marxism, especially 
French structural Marxism, and feminism were 
central here, contributing conflict models of society, 
attention to inequality, and a break with the idea 
that societies are internally homogeneous entities. 

In 1984, Sherry Ortner’s influential article 
summarizing anthropological theory since the 
1960s made a case for “structuration” or “prac¬ 
tice” theories, borrowed from Anthony Giddens 
and Pierre Bourdieu (1930-). These theories were 
seen to have the advantage of avoiding the extreme 
subjectivism of certain interpretative and psycho¬ 
logical frameworks, and the extreme objectivism of 
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varieties of functionalism and Marxism. Shortly 
after the publication of Ortner’s essay, however, 
other trends emerged which pushed anthropology 
further toward its present post-paradigmatic posi¬ 
tion. These trends can be traced to the influence of 
postmodernism, to a reconsideration of the textual 
form of anthropological writing, embodied in the 
critique of ethnographic representation and 
informed by postmodern theories, and to a 
reconsideration of the subjects of anthropological 
inquiry, embodied in the turn toward analyzing the 
cultural forms of modernism and postmodernity 
and developed from critiques of disciphnarity as 
well as theorizing about the “postmodern condi¬ 
tion.” 

The critique of the textual form of ethnography 
was a reaction against the continuing dominance of 
scientistic anthropology and also a response to 
Geertzian hermeneutics. Criticisms of Geertz had 
centered on the question of judgment and the 
evaluation or replicabihty of ethnographic work, 
especially since Geertz’s emphasis on public 
symbols gave litde direction on precisely whose 
symbols anthropologists should be concerned with. 
The Geertzian definition of culture as a system of 
meaning embodied in symbols seemed to reify the 
old notion of culture as internally coherent and 
monolithic, a notion that had been challenged by 
Marxism and feminism as well as critiques of 
anthropology’s complicity in colonialism. At the 
same time, however, Geertz’s work led to the 
recognition that ethnographies are not transparent 
recordings of “facts” or “experiences” but rather 
are texts, cultural artifacts in themselves which 
could be analyzed using the apparatus of literary 
theory. 

The publication of Clifford and Marcus’s edited 
collection, Writing Culture (1986), was a definitive 
moment in this move to problematize textuality in 
anthropology. Ethnographic textuality came under 
a number of different, often complementary, 
attacks. The most important of these was the 
attack on authorial authority, the voice of the 
anthropologist-as-expert writing “above” those 
written about and hidden from view as participant 
in the social milieu studied. This attack resonated 
powerfully with Bourdieu’s project of objectifying 
the practice of objectivism in the social sciences. 

Yet immediately after the publication of Writing 


Culture, innovative efforts to address ethnographic 
forms tended to emphasize reflexivity and “voice” 
- the voice of the native and the voice of the 
anthropologist - rather than engage in sustained 
critique of anthropological projects. Reflexive 
ethnographies often came under scrutiny for being 
too personal, too local, and ultimately too obfus¬ 
cating of the authorial construction that went into 
such texts. For instance, it was seen as short-sighted 
to put the “native’s voice” in one’s text when 
selection, editing, and layout are still under 
authorial control and authorship remains as an 
effect of textuality. Shades of liberal voluntarist 
conceptions of the subject were lurking in these 
ethnographic projects, as well as in their elevation 
of voices and knowledges that supposedly “spoke 
for themselves.” Nevertheless, reflexive ethnogra¬ 
phies brought attention to the objectivist myths 
underpinning much anthropological scholarship. 
At the same time, in being labeled “postmodern” 
from other quarters of the discipline, such ethno¬ 
graphies generated familiar criticisms of self- 
reflective social scientific work captured best by 
the old joke: “What did the native say to the 
postmodern ethnographer? ‘Gan we talk about ME 
for a while?”’ These ethnographies were often 
deemed non-empirical, as if the presence of tabular 
data, diagrams, and maps made an ethnography 
more empirical than the presence of the ethno¬ 
grapher’s experience in the text. What these 
ethnographies were not was positivist, in that they 
did not - at least explicitly — try to create formal or 
general laws but rather questioned the meta¬ 
narratives or foundational truth-claims of scientific 
discourse. 

The critique of authorial authority generated 
another move in anthropological thinking and 
writing which was overshadowed by reflexive texts. 
This was a move to introduce modernist and 
postmodernist aesthetic sensibilities into ethnogra¬ 
phy and to produce experimental textual forms 
that broke conventions of autliorship, intention, 
science, and objectivism. Anthropologists also 
noted these same sensibilities in the “texts” of 
culture they had been studying all along, and, 
influenced by Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975), 
emphasized heteroglossia, polyvocality and 
transgression. Resistance was a privileged category 
for a time, as anthropologists found in it a means to 
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challenge representations of culture as stable, 
consistent, and harmonious and stressed political 
struggle in the ongoing practices of culture. The 
work of Michel Foucault (1926-84) served to 
reorient this emphasis on resistance toward a 
greater understanding of the embeddedness of 
resistance in power and a greater appreciation of 
the liberal conceptions of the resisting, speaking 
subject undergirding much of this work. 

Feminists within the discipline criticized the 
Writing Culture project for several reasons. Some 
argued that feminist anthropologists had been 
doing experimental work all along and that such 
work had never been recognized in the field. 
Others argued that the critique of the textual form, 
and the metaphor of culture as text open to 
interpretation, left feminism with no “real” from 
which to launch critique. Finally, still others 
pointed out that, given contemporary academic 
politics and conventions of scholarship (such as the 
authored text itself), experimental texts never really 
displace authorial authority anyway. Feminism in 
the 1980s and 1990s lent its emphases on 
situatedness and positionality to the critique of 
ethnography and made the reformulation of 
anthropological theory considerably more complex 
by highlighting fragmented and multiple identities 
and the politics of culture. 

Critiques of anthropology as a form of colonial 
discourse and as a handmaiden in colonial projects 
also challenged and complicated the post-Writing 
Culture moment by bringing anthropology as a 
discipline under scrutiny, in the Foucauldean sense, 
as a mode of power-knowledge whose original 
mission was to catalog and order the peoples of the 
colonial world for Western powers. Attention to 
colonialism also made anthropology significantly 
more historical, and the influence of Foucault 
found expression in works on colonial discourse, on 
constructions of colonial subjects and “natives” in 
places studied by anthropologists, and on the 
power-effects of bureaucratic forms of modernity 
itself 

By the 1990s, anthropologists influenced by 
broader trends in social and literary theory who 
had taken to heart the critique of ethnographic 
representation found themselves working in the 
tracks of Foucault, Bourdieu, and, through the 
influence of British cultural studies, Antonio 


Gramsci (1891-1937). The core concepts of the 
discipline, its own meta-narrativess and truth- 
claims founded in the experience of fieldwork, 
came under the anthropological gaze. Anthropo¬ 
logy’s hallmark concept of “culture” was now 
recognized as linked to colonialism and territorial 
nationalism. The liberal conception of culture as 
property came under scrutiny as well, as anthro¬ 
pologists asked questions about the practices and 
processes through which people come to objectify 
and construct culture as both property and identity 
under specific conditions of struggle. 

Culture, too, was no longer connected as a 
matter of course to space. Anthropologists criti¬ 
cized the discipline’s traditional equation of culture 
with territory (an equation that was as much a 
product of the Westphalian order of European 
territorial nationalism as an analytic construct), 
taking insights from critical geography. The 
disintegration of the culture concept also allowed 
for new views of the spatiality of culture: when 
space is seen as a problem, not as a given, other 
forms of spatiality, like contemporary diasporas, 
transnational processes, and globalization, come 
into greater focus. Anthropologists began to study 
the overlapping and contingent spaces of ethnicity, 
identity, mass media, and capitalism by opening up 
the boundedness of the culture concept and 
recognizing the contingent politics of cultural 
processes rather than maintaining the cultural 
holism that had been characteristic of the discipline 
previously. 

The culture concept also rested on a notion of 
time, borrowed from nineteenth-century evolution¬ 
ism and its translation into twentieth-century 
modernization narratives. As early as the begin¬ 
ning of the twentieth century, Franz Boas (1858- 
1942), the founding father of American anthro¬ 
pology, saw his task as a mission of “salvaging” for 
(Western) posterity the lifeways of non-Western 
native peoples. With the modernization projects of 
the postwar era, the “disappearance” of traditional 
subjects of anthropological inquiry had been seen 
as a harbinger of global cultural homogenization. 
But the critique of the temporal logic of the notion 
of culture highlighted the teleology of such 
arguments and focused attention on modernization 
narratives themselves. Not only were the “primi¬ 
tives” contemporaneous with the “civilized,” and 
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not existing in some modern Stone Age, but their 
encounter with “modernity” was never a case of 
total assimilation or erasure but one shot through 
with ruptures, disarticulations, and hybrid refor¬ 
mulations. 

WTien the culture concept is seen as part and 
parcel of modern apparatuses of power, then 
modernity itself demands an anthropology. Anthro¬ 
pology has found resonances with cultural 
studies, postcolonial criticism, science studies, 
queer theory, certain varieties of neo-Marxism, 
and psychoanalysis as it interrogates the forms of 
modernity that were part and parcel of its origin 
(the map, the state, gender, sexuality, race, the 
timetable, the liberal subject, biomedicine, law, 
science, and the ethnographic text itself). But 
anthropology stiU lives in a social science world, 
where anything not “empirical” — based on the 
evidence of experience verifiable across a number 
of unspecified and supposedly unsituated observers 
- is dismissed as “postmodern.” Within the 
discipline, any explicit theorizing or reflection on 
the limits of positivist empiricism is often consid¬ 
ered “postmodern” or “theoretical” or “interpre- 
tivist” (as if these were equivalent). Neo-Marxist 
forms of political economy have suffered less under 
these charges, perhaps because of their truth-claims 
and purported groundedness in the real. Yet 
exciting work in anthropology, influenced by 
postmodern theories and attending to the post¬ 
modern condition, successfully integrates interpre- 
tivist and political economic approaches and is 
richly empirical, even as it destabilizes the claims of 
empiricism and in so doing challenges the ground 
of the discipline itself. 
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WILLIAM MAURER 

aporia 

Aporia is a Greek term that refers to a puzzle or 
paradox, specifically an unpassable path or an 
impassable passage. Aristotle uses aporia in a 
general way when he discusses problems or 
difficulties that his philosophy must resolve. In 
the Physics (217b-220a 25), Aristotle discusses the 
aporia of time, whereby two simultaneous points of 
time cannot occupy the same space. In an essay 
originally written in 1968 called “Ousia and 
Gramme,” Jacques Derrida discusses the aporetic 
formulation regarding time in Aristotle, and 
suggests that in fact it is irresolvable at the level 
of logical thought, because a moment of time must 
exist insofar as time exists, and yet it must not be or 
become nonexistent in order for there to be a 
passage of time. Derrida’s work has consistently 
emphasized aporias at the level of philosophical 
thinking. 

In Aporias (1993), Derrida explicitly meditates on 
the term aporia and the ideas surrounding it. The 
paradigmatic case of aporia is death, which is 
literally an impassable passage. Derrida critiques 
Martin Heidegger’s (1889—1976) understanding 
of “being-towards-death” as a state of authentic 
existence, arguing that actually death represents 
what is most inauthentic about human subjectiv¬ 
ity, but this makes it no less important or 
significant. Human subjectivity is ruptured by its 
relations with others, particularly the death of 
others, whieh is at the same time an aspect of one’s 
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own dying (see self/other). Derrida calls into 
question the absolute opposition of authentic and 
inauthentic existence, as well as the opposition of 
life and death. Rather than an immovable limit at 
the end of life, death as exemplary aporia is 
distributed throughout life, so that “the ultimate 
aporia is the impossibility of aporia as such” (Derrida 
1993; 78). An aporia or problem is never an 
absolute or total problem, in the sense that it 
prevents any discussion, understanding or making 
of sense (see also Nancy, Jean-Luc). At the same 
time, however, every aporia (and for Derrida nearly 
every term is ultimately an aporia), admits of no 
settled solution or clear resolution. 

See also: deconstruction; grammatology; 
Levinas, Emmanuel; opposition; paradox 
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CLAYTON CROCKETT 

arche-writing 

Arche-writing is Jacques Derrida’s term for the 
constitutive negativity that makes signification 
possible, an original linguistic spacing that cannot 
be recovered by any signifying act. Receiving its 
most extensive elaboration in Of Grammatology, 
arche-writing is used by Derrida to foreground 
the instability of the idea of an “originary writing.” 
“Arche” translates as “origin,” and insofar as 
something is an “original” it is identical to itself 
and not like anything else (speech, Derrida argues, 
is a paradigmatic example of a thing that a 
dominant tradition in Western philosophy has 
understood as an “origin” that is self-present and 
self-identical). However, insofar as that “origin” is 
written, it is a representation of that origin, and 
therefore no longer the original itself. Furthermore, 
in being “writing” its value, like that of aU other 


signifiers, is produced by negativity, because of its 
difference from other written signifiers. Not a 
difference between but a difference within sig¬ 
nifiers, arche-writing is a term that sharply 
interrogates the whole notion of identity, and in 
doing so, is a key term in the wider deconstructive 
project of foregrounding the political character of 
all identitarian claims. 

See also: deconstruction; mise en abyme\ 
phaUocentrism 
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STEVEN HAYWARD 

Arendt Hannah 

b. 14 October 1906, Hanover, Germany 
Political thinker 

Hannah Arendt’s relevance to postmodern thought 
lies in the direction she takes the critique of 
Western metaphysics she shares, in particular, with 
Martin Heidegger. Arendt advances this critique 
not through an interrogation of representational 
thinking but by implicating Western metaphysics in 
the hierarchical ordering of the various human 
capacities in the modern age. Arendt contends that 
the modern age is characterized by the privileging 
of, first, “work” {homo faber), and, then, “labor” 
{animal laborans) over action. Action follows from the 
basic human condition of “natality,” and involves 
the capacity to start something new and unac¬ 
counted for by existing social arrangements and 
norms. Acting in common, in the public “space of 
appearances,” is the basis of Arendt’s theory of 
politics. She argues that politics in this sense has 
been suppressed by the “rise of the social” in the 
modern age, aside from exceptional moments such 
as those found in the modern revolutions when 
people have founded new political forms, such as 
the councils or soviets. 

The privileging of “work,” which reduces 
human activity to means-ends calculation, and 
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then “labor,” which reduces all human activity to 
life processes, are, for Arendt, at the root of the 
most consequential and destructive modern as¬ 
sumption: that “man” produces himself Arendt 
associates this notion with the extreme forms of 
dispossession and world-alienation central to mod¬ 
ernity. Thus, this assumption is ultimately impli¬ 
cated in totalitarianism, for Arendt the central 
experience and foremost potentiality of our time, 
which rests upon the further assumption that 
“everything is possible.” 

Humanist metaphysics, for Arendt, is predicated 
upon the reduction of politics to the forms of 
practice specific to homo faber. She traces the violent 
consequences of this reduction in two crucial ways. 
First, metaphysics presupposes the denial of human 
plurality, for Arendt the “law of the world.” For 
homo faber, the unitary subject stands over against 
the world as so much “raw material” to be 
transformed into a finished object. Similarly, 
metaphysics denies the plurality of opinions in the 
public world by despotically privileging “truth” 
and degrading public disputation to “mere opi¬ 
nion.” Second, metaphysics, despite its roots in 
“thinking,” as a non-utilitarian activity, reduces 
thinking to the acquisition of scientific knowledge, 
which negates thinking as a corrosive and critical 
activity. 

Arendt concludes that modernity has been 
characterized by the suppression of “judgment,” 
the indispensable political faculty whereby we 
judge particulars without subsuming them under 
a imiversal rule. Arendt theorized judgment as 
“representative thinking”; a mode of reasoning 
which clarifies opinion by thinking from the 
standpoint of others. Judging involves not “em¬ 
pathy,” but a form of disinterested thinking which 
takes into account the possible understandings of 
others, given their distinctive place in the world. 
Arendt’s relation to postmodern thinkers - like 
Lyotard - who have sought to revive the category 
of judgment is thus in the nature of a differend. 
While prevailing modes of postmodernism locate 
judgment in an aporetic, undecidable space 
(ultimately, for Arendt, the space of thinking, which 
prepares one for judgment but cannot be a 
substitute for it), for Arendt judgment is situated 
in the defense of plurality, the common world, and 
the possibility of concerted political action. 


Further reading 

Arendt, Hannah (1958) The Origns of Totalitarianism, 
Cleveland; Meridian Books. 

- (1958) The Human Condition, Chicago: Uni¬ 
versity of Chicago Press. 

-(1965) On Revolution, New York: Penguin. 

- (1978) The Life of the Mind, New York: 

Harcourt, Brace. 

Calhoun, Craig and McGowen, John (eds) (1997) 
Hannah Arendt and the Meaning of Polities, Minnea¬ 
polis, MN; University of Minnesota Press. 

Canovan, Margaret (1992) Hannah Arendt: A 
Reinterpretation of Her Political Thought, Cambridge 
and New York: Cambridge University Press. 

ADAM KATZ 


art history and criticism 

Postmodernism’s effect on art history and criticism 
has been the abandonment of the traditional tasks 
of establishing developmental chronologies or 
stylistic and iconographic comparisons. Instead, 
contemporary art history and criticism is intent on 
answering questions regarding how we might 
understand or interpret the art of the past and its 
relationship to that of our own time as well as 
addressing the more vital and complex issues of the 
role art and culture plays in the formation of our 
subjectivity. As a result, art historians and critics 
have been lead to question their own practices, not 
only because modernism had made self-criticality a 
priority, or the nature of art’s project had changed 
from aesthetic to conceptual, but because Marxist 
theory, which had constituted a permanent opposi¬ 
tion to positivism had failed to supply a concrete 
analysis of the changing nature of capitalism during 
the 1960s. The adaptation of structuralism in 
the 1970s made art historians and critics aware of 
art’s dual identities as a system (discourse network) 
and as a form of signification (objectification) 
rather than an historically derived category of 
objects. Consequently, structuralism and its depen¬ 
dence on culturally determined norms was dis¬ 
placed by the poststructuralist critique of the 
Enlightenment taxonomies which order modern¬ 
ism specifically and Western thought in general. 
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Art history and its criteria have been vulnerable 
to charges of determinism, subjectivism, idealism, 
and ideological bias since their modern origins in 
Johann Wincklemann’s (1717-68) attempt in the 
17 30s to systematically establish the superiority and 
universality of the classic Greco-Roman tradition. 
Modern art history emerged when art historians 
such as Alois Riegl (1858-1905), Wilhelm Worrin- 
ger (1881-1965), Heinrich Wolfflin (1864—1945), 
and Erwin Panofsky (1892-1968) set about to 
liberate art history and its contents from its 
adherence to abstract and immutable classical 
standards. They contributed to an art history 
which was less a chronicle of art objects and styles 
than a record of the principles by which art’s 
qualities might be interpreted and validated. With 
the advent of expressionism and abstract art at the 
beginning of the twentieth century, historians and 
critics found it necessary to discard those methods 
which were limited to issues of mimesis while 
maintaining a semblance of continuity within the 
Renaissance tradition. The resulting history, pre¬ 
mised on a mixture of positivism and idealism, 
sought to establish art’s essential nature. By the late 
1950s, art history had reified into a narrative that 
represented art works as historically determined 
objects of sensory data, self-reflection, and critical 
judgment. 

Ironically, modernism achieved its goal of 
determining art’s essential nature by establishing 
that it had no intrinsic qualities and that its critical 
criteria were ideologically rather than historically 
determined. This ungrounding of art reflects the 
broader crisis of the “Subject,” which stems from 
the theoretical conflict between the synchronistic 
(ahistorical) account of human existence provided 
by existentialism (and structuralism) and the 
diachronic (historic) view central to Marxism. 
The problematic nature of the historically con¬ 
stituted Subject was made conspicuously evident 
when Louis Althusser (1918—90) sought to 
reconcile Marxism and structuralism. In conflict 
with classic Marxist theory, he concluded that 
history is a process without a Subject and proposed 
that different aspects of social reality are relatively 
autonomous and subsequently the economic base 
is determinant “only in the last Instance.” 

In place of modernism’s narratives of historical 
continuity and progressive development, poststruc¬ 


turalism establishes a framework in which identi¬ 
fication and transference are established 
intersubjectively. In this context, the art historian 
Rosalind Krauss (who had previously been asso¬ 
ciated with Clement Greenberg’s formalist posi¬ 
tion), and such younger critics as Craig Owens and 
Hal Foster began to proffer poststructuralist and 
interdisciplinary rationales that could account for 
art’s unintended symbolic and institutional content. 
Since the late 1980s, Krauss’s project has come to 
be increasingly characterized by the adaptation of 
the interpretive tools of Georges Bataille (1897- 
1962), Jacques Lacan (1901-81), and GUles 
Deleuze (1925-95). 

Poststructuralism’s critique of the Subject, in 
part, is a product of a line of thought that extends 
from G.W.F. Hegel (1770-1831) and passes 
through Karl Marx and Friedrich Nietzsche 
(1844-1900) to such modern thinkers as Martin 
Heidegger (1889-1976) and Alexandre Kojeve 
(1902-68.) This discourse also supplies the ground¬ 
ing for poststructuralism’s investigation into the 
relationship between an object (the signified) and 
its representations (the signifier) and how these 
signs, symbolically and ideologically, order our 
reality. Heidegger’s contribution to this discourse of 
the Subject resides in his view that reality has no 
foundation outside of language. Consequently, 
everything we believe to be part of the world is 
something we have put there in our striving to 
master existence. Our dilemma is that we routinely 
fail to recognize this. Influenced by Heidegger, 
Kojeve sought to reconcile the conflict beLveen 
Marxism’s account of human consciousness, the 
role history plays in its formation, and the promise 
of self-determination that marks the end of history. 

In the 1970s, when art historians and critics in 
the United States such as Krauss and Jack 
Burnham adopted the critical tools of structural¬ 
ism, they focused their critique on Clement 
Greenberg’s (1909—94) formalist interpretation of 
modernism, which since the 1950s had dominated 
art criticism. For Greenberg, art’s primary function 
was to give expression to its being in accord with 
the material qualities of its forms. Literary content 
was inconsequential and art’s appropriation by 
social and political discourse was to be resisted. By 
critiquing this vision of art and its autonomy, art 
historians and critics sought a viable alternative for 
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the interpretation of art’s content, its historical 
development, and its contemporary state. 

Greenberg had originally formulated these 
views in the essay “Avant Garde and Kitsch” 
(1939) in which he argued that art’s continuity and 
internal logic are circumscribed by its history. 
Accordingly, due to the advent of mass culture’s 
challenge to high culture, the task of the avant- 
garde had become that of recuperating and 
sustaining the modernist aesthetic project of 
defining art’s self-representation and self-referenti- 
aUty. Anything less meant the loss of art. This view 
is built on the greatest fear of Greenberg’s 
generation: that technology (and the culture 
industry sustained by it) would destroy humanist 
culture and its commitment to the Enlightenment 
project of self-conscious emancipation (self-deter¬ 
mination). 

The term postmodernism came to be applied 
popularly in the early 1980s to those practices that 
exemplified the cultural effects of those systems of 
production, replication, and consumption whose 
logic necessitate that all experience be mediated, 
stored, fetishized, and commodified in accord with 
ideological and economic goals. In this context, 
hierarchy, linearity, interiority, and continuity have 
no value because “things” are ordered in accord 
with their allure or potential desirability. Moder¬ 
nity (the process of constructing the present) under 
these conditions is also displaced due to technolo¬ 
gy’s ability to stimulate a sense that every event is 
potentially momentous. Subsequendy the packa¬ 
ging and the repackaging of events erodes the 
authority of history. Umberto Eco (1932-) de¬ 
scribes this situation as the material, ideological, 
philosophical, and cultural basis of postmodernism. 

Since mass culture and media has undermined 
the sensuous conditions of our material existence, 
the ideal of a substantive aesthetic discourse as art’s 
Subject was further eroded in the 1960s by Pop 
and Minimal Art’s adaptation of an industrial 
aesthetic. The status of traditional modes of 
expression were diminished by this approach to 
such a degree as to confirm that art was nothing 
more than an assemblage of diverse and often 
conflicting concepts, practices and institutional 
frames. These changes required new critical 
standards and accounts by which to insure the 
value of the new art. Consequently in the early 


1960s and 1970s there emerged artist-critics such 
as Alan Kaprow, Donald Judd, Sidney TiUim, 
Robert Smithson, Robert Morris, Joseph Kosuth, 
and Victor Burgin who, using their readings in 
symbolic logic, philosophy, linguistics, sociol¬ 
ogy, and cultural anthropology, wrote exten¬ 
sively on art’s theoretical, social, and historical 
premises. These artist-writers greatly transformed 
the traditional relationship between artistic and 
critical practices. 

Art historians and critics who sought to establish 
the capacity of their discipline formed a self-critical 
relation to their own methodologies by seeking to 
establish the competency of each. This necessitated 
that they critique modernism’s process of negation, 
as well as its assumptions of essentialism and 
universality. The result was that they exposed 
modernism’s ideological and exclusionary (Euro¬ 
centric and masculine) underpinnings. Further 
erosion of the lines of demarcation that once 
categorically defined art history’s respective criteria 
also occurred. This made it self-apparent that art 
history was nothing more than an institutional 
construct intent on illusively creating its Subject. 
With this, the view that art lacked any inherent 
formal or aesthetic value gained currency. 

Given that traditional art history could no 
longer supply as a substantive narrative of art’s 
Subject, a “new art history” emerged in the 1970s 
exemplified by the work of TJ. Clark (1943-), 
Griselda Pollack, Margret Inverson, and Charles 
Harrison that sought to establish for art a social 
context rather than a new subject. Viewing their 
efforts as a form of intervention, they probe the 
social and political terms and context by which 
works of art come to have meaning. This move¬ 
ment away from the traditionally defined tasks of 
establishing developmental chronologies or stylistic 
and iconographic comparisons manifested itself as 
self-conscious critiques of previous historical ac¬ 
counts and trans-historical comparisons. 

This reorientation of art history and criticism 
had been stimulated and informed by the demands 
in the 1950s and 1960s for access to the means of 
cultural representation by various segments of 
society that had previously been excluded. Among 
the first of these critiques was that of feminism (see 
feminism and postmodernism). The intent of 
the feminist reading of historians and critics such as 
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Linda Nochlin, Carol Duncan, Patricia Mainardi, 
and Lucy Lippard was to reveal the role that art 
history and criticism played in normalizing mascu¬ 
line domination of the cultural sphere. This 
critique of sexism was quickly joined by those of 
racism and ethnocentrism. These critiques have 
come to be academically organized under various 
ethnic headings as well as women’s studies, queer 
theory, postcolonial discourse, or the broader 
categories of visual and cultural studies. 

While interdisciplinary practices of textual and 
contextual readings of the work of “art” have their 
contemporary roots in Roland Barthes’s (1915- 
80) semiotics, Michel Foucault’s (1926-84) 
genealogies, and Fredric Jameson’s (1934-) ideo¬ 
logical critique, they also reflect the renewed 
interest in the 1960s in the Frankfurt School 
and the critical theory of such figures as Theodor 
Adorno (1900-69) and Walter Benjamin (1892- 
1940). While Adorno is one of the last significant 
modernist thinkers, Benjamin supplies a prescient 
description of the ways and means by which art, 
philosophy, science, politics, and identity are 
affected by the discourses of power and technology. 
He was influenced by Riegl’s view that art records 
humanity’s changing consciousness and its history 
is a chronicle of its changing metaphorical, 
psychological, and sociological texts. He used this 
\dew to counter Panofsky and WolfHin’s approach 
to art history, because these tended to produce a 
generalized rational and fixed standards by which 
to judge artistic production. In principle, what 
Benjamin was dissenting from was that in order to 
construct their narratives of art, these art historians 
had premised their work on such dichotomies as 
continuity versus rupture, the aesthetic versus the 
social, progress versus decay. This tendency to 
produce a consummate subjects for art is likewise 
found in the work of such historians as Arnold 
Hauser (1892-1968), whose work focuses on how 
(high) art functions as a social trope of the ruling 
elite, and Ernst Gombrich (1909-), who sought to 
construct a cultural history of art based on the 
principles of psychology and phenomenology. 

Such dominant positions premised on linearity 
and progressivism (as well as negativity and 
reductivism) did not succumb to its own critique 
of metaphysics and romantic idealism until the 
1980s. In their place a number of overlapping 


positions have emerged. In 1983 for instance, the 
art historian Hans Belting questioned art history’s 
Hegelian grounding. His conclusion was that art 
could not have a coherent history because it had 
neither a unitary essence or logic. Therefore, all 
that is possible are discrete inquiries into art’s past. 
Comparably, in 1984 Arthur Danto, based on a 
Hegelian view of history, announced that art no 
longer had a philosophic compunction to produce 
a record of necessity and therefore had achieved its 
post-historical state of self-determination. In its 
place, Danto proposes a revision of our conception 
and relation to art’s general criteria and future 
development in which questions of taste and 
historical necessity are no longer issues. 

Subsequently, Norman Bryson contends that art 
history can continue to have significance if it 
grounds its practices in semiotics. This position 
forms the foundation for the interdisciplinary study 
known as Visual and Cultural Studies which holds 
that the only relevant analysis of art resides in its 
function as a sign system and all other determina¬ 
tions of historical, stylistic, or aesthetic worth 
constitute nothing more than issues of taste and 
judgment. Within this context, the alterity of high 
and mass culture is dissolved and art becomes 
merely one form of cultural expression among 
others. Comparably, Svetlana Alpers and Mieke 
Bal, respectively, focus on questions of how works 
of art participate in the varied networks that make 
up the discourses of representation, perception, 
and subjectivity (identity). Another important 
aspect of this undertaking of re-integrating art into 
a more general intellectual and critical discourse 
has been artieulated by Donald Preziosi, whose 
writings focus on the ideological content of art 
history and how it partakes of discourses of power 
and normalization. He has demonstrated how art’s 
division into categories such as high, low, folk, and 
ethnic seemingly do not exist outside of their 
institutionalization. 

Within this context, Stephen Melville proposes 
that art history and criticism form a discourse 
network consisting of art practices which are 
Kantian in content and whose interpretation is 
hermeneutic (Heideggarian), while its history is 
Hegelian (cumulative) rather than reductive. Mel¬ 
ville’s analysis explains that the continued viability 
of art, its history, and criticism is premised on the 
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impossibility of any of these supplying a credible 
account of art’s respective states of being. Conse- 
quendy, rather than describing how art history 
establishes the terms of our consciousness, the 
historian and critic’s task involves making apparent 
the role contemporary consciousness and its 
conditions play in the formulation of our under¬ 
standing of art’s history. 
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SAUL OSTROW 

Artaud, Antonin 

b. 4 September 1896, Marseilles, France 

Novelist and playwright 

Antonin Artaud is best known for his often 
autobiographical depictions of what came to be 
known as the theater of cruelty, which featured 
various scenes of the body being pushed to its 
physical and emotional limits. Artaud, during his 


many years of mental illness, had been adminis¬ 
tered electroshock therapy, lost extreme amounts of 
weight, and somehow recovered in time to under¬ 
take a prodigious amount of writing during the last 
two years of his life. 

Homblic des limbes (1925) introduced Artaud to 
both the world and the Surrealists, whom he joined 
in late 1924. It features an assortment of beetles, 
scorpions, frogs, and human body parts that have 
sprung forth in the aftermath of the collision of 
stars; its human characters experience the preg¬ 
nancy of a nurse whose belly swells until it ushers 
forth new life for dozens of scorpions. But the 
Surrealists saw not Artaud but Louis Aragon as a 
yoimg spokesman for their rising prominence. 
Artaud was ousted from the Surrealist establish¬ 
ment ranks in 1927 because his gnostic views and 
preference for the imagination had no place in a 
group committed to eschewing the hyperrealist 
ideals of communism. 

Artaud moved onward to explorations of suicide 
as he took up studies of Maurice Blanchot’s work; 
he fashions Blanchot’s idea of suicide as action into 
suicide as revolution against God. It is not suicide 
itself that drives Artaud’s creative vision through¬ 
out the rest of his life; rather, it is the explorations 
for and around the point of destruction. 

But it is the transformation from suicide themes 
to those surrounding the alien protagonist that 
propelled Artaud into his most prolific period. In 
1932, he began a venture that he called the 
Theatre of Cruelty. Within this realm, Artaud 
created a number of works in which, while his 
characters’ bodies seemed to die, their spirits stood 
by as detached spectators. In essence, suicide had 
not left at all but had merely shifted to another 
representation, one which would allow the “dying” 
figure to fuUy experience the moment with none of 
the diminishing of feeling that would be evident in 
real-life movement toward death. 

Artaud’s works represent a rehearsal of what is 
to come during and after actual death: an idea 
about suffering in life that is prominent in both the 
Gnostic and Cabbalistic traditions. The subject 
moves in such dramas from the Occidental world to 
the Orient, which he or she sees as a paradise in 
which the capabilities of the mind and the spirit can 
be fuUy realized. Pre-colonial Mexico became such 
a place for Artaud when he wrote “La Gonquete 
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du Mexique,” which depicted the violent confron¬ 
tations between natives and the Spanish conquis¬ 
tadors. Again, we see body parts, symbolic because 
those of the Spaniards intermingle with those of the 
natives. 

Ireland was the scene for Artaud’s next project; 
he wished to return the cane of St Patrick to its 
rightful place. He wrote letters from Dublin, 
Galway, and Kilronan in which he outiines his 
theory that nature and its gods were forced to step 
aside in favor of God and his son who was to 
oversee destruction of aU living beings. The theory 
superimposes Christianity, Gnosticism, and Hindu¬ 
ism onto each other. Artaud desired control over 
his project to such a degree that he staged a 
disturbance in Dublin, was arrested by police, and 
held in custody for several days before being 
deported to France. He was transported by French 
authorities to an asylum, which began nine years of 
confinement in several hospitals. 

While at Rodez, from which he wrote many 
letters and creative works, he maintained that his 
hospital stays were merely a sequel to the return of 
St Patrick’s staff to Ireland. Interestingly enough, 
one of his reconstructed stories has him in Dublin 
in September 1937, reaffirming his faith in the 
Catholic Church and renouncing earlier works. His 
doctor, Gaston Ferdiere, prescribed reading and 
writing, which were meant to cure Artaud but 
actually fed on his previous desires to write from 
the perspective of cruelty. He uses hospitals, 
especially Rodez, as settings for Christianity-based 
works, in which the forces of good collide with 
those of evil. Translation functioned as a way to 
reproduce - faithfully to someone else’s words and 
ideas - madness. In the Cakiers de Rodez, begun in 
1945, batdes involved words rather than bodies 
and with these new characters, Artaud was able to 
achieve the same goals he had previously but 
without the obvious gore that would have disturbed 
his doctors. 

Artaud was released from Rodez in May 1946 
and set to work on Le Reteur d’Artaud le Momo, as well 
as several drawings. In February 1947, he visited 
an exhibition of Van Gogh’s paintings, after which 
he wrote an essay comparing his madness to Van 
Gogh’s and suggesting that insanity is an honorable 
condition. In April 1948, Artaud was foimd dead 
by a gardener who had brought him his breakfast. 


He had been taking unregulated amounts of 
chloral hydrate and had been 01, so whOe suicide 
could not be established as a cause of death, he 
nevertheless did not get a Catholic funeral and 
burial. 

Years later, influential French theorists and 
philosophers such as Julia Kristeva, Michel Fou¬ 
cault, and Jacques Derrida examined his life and 
works. They found him an attractive subject 
because of the nebulous nature mental illness takes 
on when studied independently of either the 
patient or his doctors. Madness, in effect, both 
shaped and distorted his work. Artaud is important 
to the study of postmodernism not only because of 
these critics and scholars who are firmly en¬ 
trenched in the postmodern tradition, but also in 
his own right because he explored the idea of 
disintegration long before the postmodern move¬ 
ment actually began. 
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TRACY CLARK 

Aufkiarung 

Aufkiarung is philosophical enlightenment through 
the power of human reason. It emphasizes the 
human person’s independence from nature and 
culture through reason. In an effort to understand 
German erdture and society after the Second 
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World War, Theodor W. Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer as well as other philosophers and 
social theorists of the Frankfurt School devel¬ 
oped a critical understanding of Aujkldrung that 
demonstrated a connection between the autono¬ 
mous individual and totalitarian social formations. 
Aujkldmng, with its emphasis on human autonomy 
through the power of rationality, historically has 
been an essential component in forming the basis 
of modern society. 

See also: Benjamin, Walter; Habermas, Jurgen 
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Adorno, T. and Horkheimer, M. (1972) The Dialectic 
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VICTOR E. TAYLOR 

authority 

Authority is the legitimate capacity to implement 
and enforce rules governing political institutions. 
Because authority is considered necessary to the 
preservation of political society, analyses of author¬ 
ity often have assumed a central role in moral, 
political, and legal theories (see also critical legal 
studies). Attempts to describe and assess the 
phenomenon of authority may be categorized as 
premodem, modern, and postmodern. 

Premodem views 

The premodern engagement with authority is 
distinguished by the dominance of religion. Ac¬ 
cording to Thomas Aquinas (1225-74), while the 
state is derived from the nature of humans as social 
and political animals, it is subordinate to the 
Church insofar as spiritual nature is supreme. The 
relationship between the authority of the state and 
that of the Church is mediated through eternal, 
natural, human and divine law. Natural law is that 
aspect of eternal law (the divine order of things) 
which pertains to human beings through the 
faculty of rationality. Human laws are the specific 
rules of government devised by reason from the 
general precepts of natural law. Because of the 


fallibility of human reason, however, divine law 
provides directions for human conduct through 
Scriptural revelation. Consequently, all positive 
human law and political authority is regarded as 
legitimate insofar as it is derived from God’s eternal 
law, the ultimate source of aU authority. 

Modern views 

The modern account of authority is grounded in 
reason alone. Arising from the cultural transforma¬ 
tions of the Enlightenment in the eighteenth 
century, modernism emphasizes rationality as 
the basis of political authority. The social contract 
theories found in Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) 
and John Locke (1632—1704), for example, portray 
the state as an artificial construct whose authority 
derives from the consent of rational individuals, 
and is constrained by the natural rights of 
individuals to life, liberty, and property. While 
Hobbes and Locke grant different degrees of 
authority to the state, both seek to justify the 
state’s authority from the perspective of a rational 
individual initially situated in a pre-political state of 
nature. Similarly, Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) 
grounds morality in universal rules prescribed by 
reason alone, which condition the actions of 
autonomous human beings. Freedom becomes 
possible when humans subject themselves to the 
authority of the moral law derived from reason. 
Rational individual choice thus serves as the 
cornerstone of modernism’s moral justification of 
political authority. 

Postmodern views 

The postmodern approach is characterized by the 
questioning of aU attempts to ground authority on 
any absolute foundation, whether that of religion 
or reason. In The Postmodern Cow&zore, Jean-Fran<jois 
Lyotard (1924—98) described postmodernism as 
an “incredulity” tow^ard metanarratives, an inabil¬ 
ity to accept modernism’s encompassing accounts 
of truth, progress, and freedom based on the 
autonomy of human reason. 

One consequence of postmodern incredulity is 
what Jurgen Habermas (1929-) termed “legit¬ 
imation crisis.” For modernism, the rational 
justification of authority provides the legitimate 
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condition from which arises the obligation to obey 
authority. Yet the modernist discourse of legiti¬ 
macy assumes a generic and uniform set of 
cognitivist norms in order to prescribe the process 
of legitimation itself. The postmodern crisis of 
authority’s delegitimation stems from the loss of 
certitude these norms have suffered throughout the 
course of the twentieth century, plagued by 
authoritarianism, genocide, and technological de¬ 
struction of the environment. 

Michel Foucault (1926-84) portrays the cri¬ 
tique of legitimation as not merely skepticism about 
Enlightenment ideals but as recognition that 
reason and power are not inherently distinct. A 
significant facet of postmodernism is its exposure of 
the controversial modernist assumption that legit¬ 
imate authority is necessarily opposed to domina¬ 
tion and repression. Yet Foucault is careful to note 
that this does not mean there is no distinction 
between authority and domination. Instead, what 
must be realized is that there are distinct and 
heterogeneous modalities of exercising power 
characteristic of authority as well as of freedom 
and domination. Consequently, authority cannot 
be regarded either as a form of action opposed to 


power or as an institution that merely wields power, 
but as a mechanism of political management that is 
composed by the fluid exercise of power through¬ 
out society. There is no justification for authority 
that completely transcends power, and no guaran¬ 
tee that the exercise of authority will be constrained 
by the demands of a universal rationality. 

The general thrust of postmodernism, then, is 
not the elimination of authority, since that would 
presume the elimination of power. Rather it is the 
recognition that authority is constituted through 
the shifting and contextual uses of power, such that 
its legitimacy does not transparentiy derive from 
either natural right or rational consent. 

Further reading 

Foucault, Michel (1980) Power/Knowledge: Selected 
Interviews and Other Writings 1972-1977, ed. Colin 
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Bakhtin, Mikhail 

b. 16 November 1895, Orel, Russia; d. 7 
March 1975, Moscow, Russia 

Philosopher of language and literary 

theorist 

Although the works of Russian theorist Mikhail 
Bakhtin span a greater part of the twentieth 
century, his opus went largely unappreciated 
during Stalin’s regime, and until recently was not 
widely disseminated in the West. When several 
American critics, including Michael Holquist and 
Caryl Emerson, began to translate and disseminate 
his texts in the 1980s, these rapidly gained 
enormous popularity in literary fields; many of 
his ideas resonated with postmodern concerns, 
since they involved both a type of social criticism 
adopted by cultural studies, and a linguistic 
orientation characteristic of deconstruction, a 
conjunction that has often allowed for written 
“dialogue” between the two groups over Bakhtin’s 
textual corpse. 

This debate is partially occasioned by the elusive 
nature of Bakhtin’s terminology, whose prismatic 
significations enable multiple interpretations of his 
principal ideas. One of the most important, 
dialogism, appears in various incarnations, initially 
manifesting itself in the guise of “polyphony” in 
Probkms of Dostoevsky’s Art (1929), then appearing 
alternately as “polyglossia” and “heteroglossia” in 
the essay “From the Prehistory of Novelistic 
Discourse,” and finally as “dialogism” itself in the 
central piece “Discourse and the Novel.” In Speech 
Genres and Other Late Essays, Bakhtin elaborates a 


conception of the “unfinalized” which extends 
dialogism ad infinitum, and which could be seen as 
prefiguring certain versions of reader response 
criticism that view the recipient of a text as 
er^aged in its partial completion. Here both 
dialogism and unfinalizability invoke ever-expanding 
contexts, from the nature of the single word, to the 
relation between character and author, or char¬ 
acter and text, to the interplay between a text and 
the language(s) in which it is composed. Bakhtin’s 
writings, especially Rabelais and His World, addition¬ 
ally employ the politically liberatory concept of the 
carnivalesque. Some have attributed the works of 
Voloshinov and Medvedev to him as well. 

Those who study the novel have also found a 
resource in Bakhtin. The writings collected in The 
Dialogic Imagination, among others, consider the 
novel’s particular stylistic poetics, its historical 
genesis, and the social conditions enabling its 
emergence, ultimately, in fact, placing priority on 
it as a genre. In “Discourse and the Novel,” 
Bakhtin even claims that lyric poetry - since it 
appears to create a totalized and self-contained 
universe - and drama - because it allegedly places 
the fate of one hero at its uncontested center - lack 
the novel’s dialogic quality, an assertion that has 
subsequently been contested even by those who 
espouse Bakhtin’s understanding of dialogism. 

While enthusiasm for Bakhtin may have waned 
in recent years, his earliest writings appeared in 
translation as critical focus shifted from language to 
ethics during the past decade. Including Toward a 
Philosophy of the Act and the essays in Art and 
Answerability, these fragmentary texts attempt to 
develop an ethics that would deviate from and 
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enhance Kant’s in its emphasis on the involvement 
of the particular individual and the phenomenol¬ 
ogy of his or her acts. Like Derrida’s recent work 
on ethics, Bakhtin’s writings insist on the purposive 
role of the singular person rather than a purely 
universal categorical imperative. 
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BERNADETTE MEYLER 

Barthes^ Roland 

b. 12 November 1915, Cherbourg, 
France; d. 26 March 1980, Paris, 
France 

Literary theorist and cultural critic 

The texts that make up Roland Barthes’s oeuvre 
resist any summarizing gesture. Continually shift¬ 
ing between methodologies, theoretical vocabul¬ 
aries, and writing styles, Barthes’s texts are 
themselves vehicles for elaborating and testing the 
connections between his chief preoccupations: 
history, textuality, and pleasure. 

Barthes’s first major work. Writing Degree fero 
(1953), is a defense of linguistic and stylistic 
experimentation. A response to Jean-Paul Sartre’s 
What is Literature? (1947), in which Sartre suggests 
that in order to write politically one should use a 
plain style and language. Writing Degree fpro details a 
theoretical framework which combines avant-garde 
aesthetics with revolutionary politics: experimenta¬ 
tion itself is recognized as political. Barthes makes a 
distinction between “language,” the set of combi¬ 
natory possibilities shared by the speakers of a 
language; “style,” a subject’s private vocabulary 
having as its frame of reference the “biological or 
biographical”; and a third term, “ecriture,” which 
denotes the dialectical process of negotiating 
between these extremes of interiority and exter¬ 
iority to ultimately produce “form considered as 
human intention.” Sometimes translated into 
English as “writing,” the influential concept of 
ecriture suggests a choice the writer makes in 
writing, a choice at once conditioned by history 
(involving a language that is always already 
inhabited by other voices) and a certain distance 
from history, that creates the possibility of the 
writer becoming an actor in that history. Similar 
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issues axe constellated in Michelet (1954), On Racine 
(1963), and in the powerful essays on Brecht and 
Robbe-GriUet collected in Critical Essays (1964). 

Another series of Barthes’s texts - including 
Elements of Semiology (1964), The Eashion System 
(1967), and the popular Mytholo^s (1957) - employ 
the methodological strategies of structuralism as 
a means to approach social “mythologies.” For 
Barthes, a “myth” is history transformed into 
nature. Barthes uses this word in a particular way 
to describe the ways a cultural artifact is structured 
and produced by cultural “codes” that ideologi¬ 
cally support the hegemony of bourgeois culture 
(some of Barthes’s examples include the world of 
fashion, the spectacle of wrestling, and the face of 
Garbo). Approaching the study of culture through 
a structuralist methodology, Barthes produces a 
social semiotics sensitive to the manipulations of 
power as well as a cultural critique that underlines 
the ways in which meaning itself is commodified, 
producing its consumers as it reproduces the 
ideological and economic contexts of which it is a 
part. 

Eventually moving away from structuralism, 
Barthes turns to the question of textuahty in S/f^ 
(1970), The Pleasure of the Text (1973), and the oft- 
cited essays included in the English collection Image 
Music Text (1977). He argues for the “death of the 
author” and for a reconceptualization of the text 
(as opposed to the “book” or the “work”) in 
Derridian terms, as a signifier resisting any final 
determination of meaning. Differentiating between 
the “readerly text,” of which the reader is the 
passive receiver of a predetermined meaning, and 
the “writerly text,” of which the reader is the active 
producer of a perpetually shifting series of 
significations, Barthes elaborates the relation 
between textuality and pleasure. As in his previous 
works, Barthes details both the transgressive 
pleasures of reading and writing, and the way 
these same textual activities can be deployed by a 
culture as disciplinary apparatuses. 

Barthes’s last text before his sudden death in 
1980 - the autobiographical Roland Barthes by 
Roland Barthes (1975), the fragmentary and poetic 
A Lover’s Discouse (1977), his discussion of photo¬ 
graphy in Camera Lucinda (1980), and the frank 
avowal of homosexual desire in the posthumously 
pubhshed Incidents (1987) - are carefully crafted. 


reflexive texts that exemplify and elaborate many 
of the preoccupations of his more explicitly 
theoretical writings. These texts demonstrate the 
transgressive suggestivity of textuality and its ability 
to evoke the boundaries of a heteronormative, 
disciplinary discourse at the same time as it 
maneuvers within and subverts it. 

In outlining the possibilities for writing the text 
of bliss without writing about bliss, in designating 
the economies of linguistic transgressivity as 
distinct from the language of transgression, and 
in demonstrating the politics of a homosexual 
writing that resists writing the word homosexual, 
the texts produced by Roland Barthes remain 
resonant. 

Further reading 

Please note that the dates listed above are those of 
Barthes’s initial, French publications; below are 
listed English editions of some of these works. 
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- (1984) Writing Degree fero, trans. Annette 

Lavers and Colin Smith, London: Cape. 

-(1990) Pleasure of the Text, trans. Richard MiUer, 

Oxford: Blackwell. 

- (1990) S/^ trans. Richard Miller, Oxford: 

Blackwell. 

STEVEN HAYWARD 

Bataille^ Georges 

b. 10 September 1897, BiUom (Puy-de- 
Dome), France; d. 8 July 1962, Paris 

Novelist and theorist 

BataFle’s writing blurs the boundaries between 
fiction, theory, commentary, and confession. 
Marked by excess and horror, Bataille’s work traces 
a pilgrimage to the “extreme of the possible” 
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(Bataille 1973 [1943]; 11), the limit regions of 
human experience. BataiUe’s challenge to conven¬ 
tional models of subjectivity, his theories of useless 
expenditure, and his reflections on the nature of 
writing have influenced such thinkers as Blanchot, 
Derrida, Foucault, and Nancy. 

BataiUe’s oeuvre is closely linked to the purported 
events of his life, events his writing frequently 
interrogates (and possibly invents). According to 
BataiUe’s accounts, his syphilitic father was blind 
and partially paralyzed. Blindness and the scatolo¬ 
gical images associated with his father’s affliction 
erupted as obsessive themes in BataiUe’s first novel. 
Story of the Eye (1930). 

In the mid-1930s, Bataille linked sexual trans¬ 
gression and political liberation in important arti¬ 
cles for the dissident leftist journal La Critique 
sociale. “The Notion of Expenditure” (1933) laid 
the groundwork for BataiUe’s theory of the “gen¬ 
eral economy,” which describes human society as 
organized not for production and accumulation, 
but for unproductive squandering. “The Psycholo¬ 
gical Structure of Fascism” (1934) traced fascism’s 
power to its harnessing of sacred or “heteroge¬ 
neous” social forces linked to passion and non-uti¬ 
litarian expenditure (BataiUc 1970 [1934]; 339—71). 

Bataille contested the closure implied in the 
Hegelian system, but remained haunted by Hegel’s 
grandiose vision, and by the philosophical and 
political specter of the “End of History.” Increas¬ 
ingly disenchanted with politics in the late 1930s, 
Bataille hoped small “secret societies” or “elective 
communities” might nurture resistance to oppres¬ 
sion outside of conventional political programs 
(BataiUe 1979 [1937]). 

The outbreak of the Second World War marked 
a shift in BataiUe’s authorship. While the war raged, 
Bataille turned his attention to the cultivation of 
mystical states, documenting his atheistic spiritual 
journey in; Inner Experience (1943); Guilty (1944); and 
OnMetzsche (1945). These fractured, heterogeneous 
texts - mixing feverish mystical confession, 
Nietzschean aphorisms, abstruse philosophical 
analysis, and quotidian banalities - reveal BataiUe’s 
writing as an “autosacrificial” staging of the 
disintegration of the subject (Heimonet 1990; 25). 

In 1946 Bataille founded the journal Critique, 
which would publish early work by Barthes, 
Blanchot, Derrida, and Foucault. BataiUe’s own 


postwar writings exhibit an increasingly measured, 
theoretical character. The best known is Erotism 
(1957), in which Bataille discusses erotic behavior 
as transgression which confirms the very prohibi¬ 
tions it violates, in an anguished dialectic without 
resolution. Like sacrifice and mysticism, erotism 
aims to overcome the separation of isolated beings, 
restoring them to a deeper, undifferentiated “con¬ 
tinuity” whose horizon is death (Bataille 1987 
[1957]; 18-19). 

Bataflle’s influence has grown steadily since his 
death in 1962. His name is indissolubly linked to 
postmodernity’s explorations of violence, excess, 
and radical alterity. Though BataiUe’s career can be 
seen in terms of episodes, recent critics have 
stressed the persistence of his central preoccupa¬ 
tions (Besnier 1995). Sacrifice, loss and waste, the 
convulsions of the erotic, mystical transports, 
writing as an “impossible” enterprise; BataiUe 
tirelessly interrogated processes in which being 
exceeds itself in the direction of a fusional 
“communication” of subject and object, at once 
necessary and impossible (BataiUe 1973 [1943]; 68). 
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ALEXANDER IRWIN 

Baudrillard, Jean 

b. 1929, Reims 
Social theorist 

Though perhaps best-known for the glib apoc¬ 
alypticism of his proclamation that reality “no 
longer exists,” it could be said that Jean Bau- 
driUard’s intellectual project has always been about 
trying to make real the more purely philosophical 
ruminations of his peers. A member of the 
poststructuralist generation of French intellectuals 
much affected by the student-worker uprisings in 
Paris in 1968, BaudrUlard’s work has continuously 
measured key concepts in Marxism and poststruc¬ 
turalism against tangible developments in the arts, 
mass communication, social organization, econom¬ 
ics, and class relations. His brash, self-conscious 
irony and gleeful eagerness to cultivate coyly 
outrageous extremity made him the darling of 
American academics in art and literary criticism in 
the 1980s, even a kind of cult figure of the new 
theory. It is clearly in this spirit that Douglas 
Kellner calls Baudrillard “the Walt Disney of 
contemporary metaphysics” (1989; 179). 

Critical convention divides BaudriUard’s career 
into at least two distinct phases. Early work, 
following much from the lead of teacher Henri 
Lefebvre, struggled to reunderstand Marxism in a 
world in which foundationalist Marxist categories 
seemed to make increasingly less sense. For a 
Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign (1972) took 
particular exception to the Marxist theory of “use 
value,” arguing for a neo-Marxist analysis of the 
political economy of signification itself, since the 
value of commodities could no longer be said to be 


determined by anything but exchange. But it was 
imclear exactly what this analysis would look like, 
as well as whether this “political economy of the 
sign” was finally to be critiqued or embraced. 
These uncertainties matured into a full-fledged 
rejection of Marxist theoiy' in a series of books that 
included The Mirror of Production (1973) and Forget 
Foucault (1977), arguing that Marxism not only 
bases its observations on an epistemologically naive 
“mirror” of empirical reality, but that it inadver¬ 
tently and ironically “mirrors” capitalism in spite 
of itself by internalizing and naturalizing the limits 
of capitalism’s labor-centered notion of human 
productivity. Ultimately, these books charged (in a 
characteristic Baudrillardean inversion) that the 
contemporary radical left really only functions as a 
right-wing “alibi” for the final exhaustion of 
meaningful political alternatives, an unwitting 
vehicle for the illusion that political difference stiU 
matters. During this period, Georges BataiUe’s 
notion of liberatory “excess” and Marshall McLu- 
han’s theory of the media became increasingly 
important to BaudriUard’s understanding of social 
control and how it might be resisted. 

Simulations (1982), which is frequently taken to 
mark the beginning of the second half of 
BaudriUard’s career and is probably BaudriUard’s 
most widely cited work, boldly proclaims the end of 
power, history, and “the real” in general. Here 
Baudrillard enlists a whole series of contemporary 
social phenomena as confirmations of the radical 
epistemological skepticism implied in much post¬ 
structuralist thought, focusing on subjects ranging 
from computers to DNA to New York’s World 
Trade Center. AH, he insists, is “simulation.” This 
work led to the ironic exhuberance of America 
(1986), BaudriUard’s almost Whitmanian homage 
to the grandeur of American “banality” — a kind of 
de rigeur coffee table book for poststructuralists - 
and the moodily “ecstatic” nihilism of Cool Memories 
(1987). Though this work achieved a much wider 
circulation and a greater level of popularity than 
his earlier reworkings of Marxism, especially with 
English-speaking audiences, BaudriHard’s critical 
influence seems to have receded in its wake in the 
middle and late 1990s. 
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MICHAEL MURPHY 

Bauman^ Zygmunt 

b. 19 November, 1925, Poznan, Poland 

Sociologist and social/cultural theorist 

A sociologist by training, Zygmunt Bauman has 
been a prolific and engaging critic of postmodern 
culture. His work has engaged Foucault (1926- 
84), the anti-structuralism of Levi-Strauss 
(1829-1902), the modernism of Freud (1856- 
1939), Adorno’s (1903-69) cultural administration 
and the ethics of Levinas (1905-95), as well as the 
structuralists and the Frankfurt School. Yet 
Bauman’s sociology is a self-reflexive activity; 
his allegiance is ultimately to understanding the 
structured process rather than to a particular 
structure or school itself Comprehensive by 
nature, Bauman’s scholarship aims to remove the 
critical distance between sociological understand¬ 
ing and social action, exploring the conservative/ 
critical dualism of an examined life which is not 
easily separated from living. 

Bauman’s first major work, Socjalizm BrytfsM 
(British Socialism), which invokes the classical 
liberalism of Bentham (1748—1832) and Mill 
(1806-73) as a portal to British socialism, was 
published in 1956. Bauman’s subsequent charac¬ 
terization as a socialist or Marxist humanist 
misunderstands his interest in process over doc¬ 
trinal result. In Socjalizm Brytyjski as well as in later 
works, Socialism: The Active Utopia and Intimations of 
Postmodernity, Bauman argues that capitalism and 
socialism are “a family quarrel inside modernity” 
(Bauman 1992; 221), and that freedom and 
inequality must be addressed together. Bauman 


published in English beginning with Culture and 
Society, his first full-scale investigation of culture, 
which develops Simmel’s (1858-1918) link betiveen 
economic and spiritual alienation and Gramsci’s 
(1891-1937) characterization of society as the 
petrified product of cultural creativity. With Culture 
as Praxis, Bauman solidified the theory of culture as 
a creative process, which merges with the themes of 
“Culture and Society” to form the “trilogy of 
modernity.” 

Bauman’s controversial Modernity and the Holo¬ 
caust addressed postmodern violence through the 
lens of the Jewish experience. “Antisemitism” 
obscures what Sandauer called “aHosemitism,” or 
the practice of setting Jews apart as an Other. 
Though noncommittal, this established otherness 
offends the sensibility of the ordered world, for 
which everything falls easily into categories. The 
“stubborn presence” of things or people who do 
not fit becomes “a fissure in the world-order 
through which... chaos is sighted” (Bauman 1995: 
208). Bauman argues that xenophobia was not 
enough to target the Jews; Europe is full of 
strangers. Instead, the tradition of allophobia 
meant that Judaism came to embody ambivalence 
and incongruity, the great enemies of order; the 
Holocaust was but the most literal and extreme 
“expression of that tendency to burn ambivalence 
and uncertainty in efHgy.” (Baumann 1995; 220) 
Throughout Life in Fragments, Bauman argues 
further that the civilizing process is not about the 
elimination but rather the redistribution of vio¬ 
lence, a process of separating force into legitimate 
(which upholds the social order) and violent 
(destructive or unpredictable) components. By 
decentralizing identity and developing the tools 
for action at a distance, modernity invented ways 
in which cruel things could be done by non-cruel 
people. The mass genocides and rationalized 
cruelty of the current era are made possible by 
this moral adiaphorization of action. 

Consumerism is the paradigm which sets 
contemporary society apart; market forces are 
echoed in erdture and private life with the 
exchange of “symbolic goods.” Bauman traces 
the movement of the producer/soldier, a citizen of 
modernity, to a postmodern counterpart of sensa¬ 
tion-gatherer. Rather than channeling productive 
energy into an endless stream of creation or 
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destruction in keeping with the panoptical myths of 
industry and war, the contemporary person is 
pushed by consumerism into a constant search for 
peak experience. In Freedom, Bauman observes that 
the central role once played by profession has been 
replaced by consumer choice. This leads not only 
to the rise of consumptive disorders but to a new 
understanding of the underclass, who are no longer 
the under-producers but the under-consumers, 
those who by choice or circumstance cannot afford 
to buy. In Work, Consumerism and the New Poor, 
Bauman explores this “flawed consumer,” arguing 
that the rise of the American prison state, the 
collapse of welfare, and the criminalization of 
poverty are largely the effects of a market society 
which must, like aU societies, punish those who do 
not conform. 

With Intimations of Postmodernity and Postmodernity 
and its Discontents, Baumann confronts the current 
era. Responding to Freud’s portrait of modernity as 
a search for beauty, cleanliness and order, Bau¬ 
man’s postmodernism is characterized by the self- 
awareness of intellectuals; those who claim to have 
both the ability and the duty to act as the 
“collective conscience” of the nation, Bauman 
notes that this sudden consciousness may be seen 
either as a sign of maturation or surrender; in the 
vacuum created by social and economic restructur¬ 
ing, the intellectuals do not have exclusive rights. 
Since postmodernity is a time of visible plurality, 
the rational reaction is no longer active hegemony 
but the awareness and appreciation of difference. 

Bauman is concerned that the postmodern 
discourse has been largely negative, which obscures 
our ability to analyze; the postmodern choice has 
become “tolerance as assimilation vs. tolerance as 
solidarity” (Baumann 1997). Dichotomies such as 
tourists (those who wander freely, to avoid being 
pinned down in a concrete identity) versus 
vagabonds (destitutes who make the tourists’ lives 
possible) epitomize the divisions of postmodern 
society, where the most stratifying factor is freedom 
of choice. Bauman’s criticism is harsh, but he is 
more optimistic than his contemporaries, ulti¬ 
mately suggesting that the self-involved dualism of 
the postmodern condition provides both great 
challenges and great opportunities to the astute 
citizen. 
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MARYANTHE MALLIARIS 

belatedness 

Belatedness is the canon’s “recognition” of an 
author, genre, nationality, or viewpoint long after 
the fact; also, the feeling that one has come upon 
the literary or cultural scene after his or her time, 
or after aU “significant” contributions have been 
made. The term, when used in literary theory or 
criticism, often is associated with Harold Bloom 
and his book The Western Canon (1994). The book is 
populated mostiy by “dead white males” from 
before 1950, though Jane Austen, Emily Dickinson, 
and Virginia Woolf are necessary exceptions. But 
although some scholars have criticized Bloom for 
what they have perceived to be his lack of true 
representation of the world’s literature through the 
ages. Bloom himself states in his preface that it is 
impossible for him to focus upon everyone 
significant. He is resigned, in fact, to choosing the 
twenty-six greatest of the greats. 

As Bloom states in his first chapter, “originally 
the Canon meant the choice of books in our 
teaching institutions, and despite the recent politics 
of multiculturalism, the Canon’s true question 
remains: “What shall the individual who stiU 
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desires to read attempt to read, this late in 
history?” (1994: 15). He goes on to state, “We 
possess the Canon because we are mortal and also 
rather belated” (1994: 30). There simply is no 
room to list, much less read, aU of the great works 
in literature and therefore, exclusion is not 
indicative of a lack of quality or importance. 

Nevertheless, Bloom points out, the idea of 
belatedness is vital to late twentieth-century 
sensibilities because we live in a time in which 
nearly all of the world’s literary traditions and 
genres are being resurrected from long ago, and 
showcased amid smaller canons parallel to the 
Canon if contemporary. He includes an appendix 
of significant twentieth-century works from a 
variety of nations and languages as testament to 
his belief 

Belatedness is also a cultural phenomenon that 
particularly lends itself to the Jewish diaspora; in 
fact, several studies of belatedness specifically 
mention Jewish writers and spirituality, and/or 
have been witten by Jewish critics. Until the last 
fifty years or so, representation of Jewishness as a 
nationality has been alternately overlooked and 
denied. Those writers claiming Jewish origins were 
subsumed into the respective countries in which 
they resided. Since the formation of Israel in 1948, 
it is not only those Jewish writers living in Israel 
who are primarily identified and self-identifying as 
Jewish but also those hving in the United States 
and other nations. Such affirmation represents 
belatedness for tw'O reasons: restructuring of the 
canon(s) and questioning whether Jewish thought 
can be represented in a new way after the 
important contributions in the Old Testament in 
the Bible and the tenets of Kabbalism, a form of 
spirituality that parallels Judaism and which Bloom 
explores in his book Kabbalah and Criticism (1975). As 
the Jews wandered the earth throughout much 
of history. Bloom contends, “meaning wanders” 
as well. 

Belatedness is an important idea within post¬ 
modernism for two reasons. Firstly, it calls into 
question “the canon” and its constituency, an 
action that is considered part of the postmodern 
movement. Secondly, belatedness addresses the 
matter of genres and subject matter: what can 
those who inhabit the postmodern landscape write 


about when everything seems to have already been 
written about? 

TRACY CLARK 

benevolence 

Benevolence is a category of bourgeois culture and 
morality rooted in modern humanist Enlighten¬ 
ment philosophy. Although the Oxford English 
Dictionary defines benevolence as a natural disposi¬ 
tion, its examples betray a word whose history in 
language is inscribed by class and gender differ¬ 
ences: “The poor and dependent exercise our 
active benevolence”; “Let the man give unto the 
wife due benevolence” (1988: 803). Postmodern 
critiques of power and subject have approached 
benevolence in terms of the epistemological and 
moral—ideological production of an hegemonic 
humanist subject rather than a natural human 
disposition. For instance, turning punishment into 
a technology of reform is an apparently benevolent 
act, progress by humanism. However, delineating a 
connection between charity and confinement, 
Michel Foucault’s work on modern discipline. 
Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, demon¬ 
strated that reformist benevolence has an eye to 
political and economic profit that it extracts from 
disciplined and productive bodies. Jacques Derri¬ 
da’s deconstruction can also be read as a 
method of unmasking benevolent intention. Since 
deconstruction considers the subject as the effect of 
a textual network in the broadest sense, it offers to 
the subject the possibility of taking into account the 
structure of his/her own production and of reading 
his/her subjective investment in texts and narra¬ 
tives by drawing attention to their rhetorical nature 
and context (1976). 

The most suggestive and persistent critique of 
benevolence in contemporary theoretical writing 
can be found in Gayatri Ghakravorty Spivak’s 
critique of neo-coloniahsm. For Spivak, Western 
humanist benevolence is an essential, constitutive 
part of the system and problematic of neo-colonial 
hegemony. Bringing together Jacques Derrida’s 
deconstruction of metaphysics, feminist critique 
of phallocentrism and Marxist critique of 
imperialism in works such as In Other Worlds, and 
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The Post-Colonial Critk, Spivak argues that the 
benevolent subject’s desire to do good and to 
promote the happiness of others involves “welcom¬ 
ing those others into his own understanding of the 
world, so that they too can be liberated and begin 
to inhabit a world that is the best of all possible 
worlds” (Spivak 1990; 19). US President Truman’s 
inaugural address in 1949 is a good example of 
what Spivak means by benevolent subjectivity. First 
describing the emergent decolonized Third World 
as “inadequate,” “primitive,” and “stagnant,” 
Truman then suggests that “we make available to 
peace-loving peoples the benefits of our store of 
technical knowledge in order to help them realize 
their aspirations for a better life” (quoted in 
Escobar 1995; 3). However, in the performance 
of such good intention, the norm remains the 
benevolent rationalist. 

This benevolent humanist does not always need 
to be a representative of Western power. In neo¬ 
colonialism, secular bourgeois Third World gov¬ 
ernments might inscribe the tribal ethnic societies 
within their national borders by a similar rhetoric 
of benevolence. Brazilian goverment defines Ama¬ 
zonian tribals as “our Indians,” “condemned to 
poverty and misery” because of their lifestyle, and 
considers it its “duty to help them emancipate 
themselves from servitude... to raise themselves to 
the dignity of Brazihan citizens, in order to 
participate fuUy in the development of national 
society and enjoy its benefits” (quoted in Clastres 
1994; 45). Thus an “integrationist” strategy, 
already implied in Foucault’s criticism, can also 
be found in neo-colonial or governmental bene¬ 
volence towards the subaltern populations in non- 
Western countries. 

The postmodern critique of neo-colonialism 
reveals benevolence as a denial of difference and 
constitution of hegemonic subject. The production 
of Western sovereign self is disguised by other-ing 
the Third World disenfranchised as lacking appro¬ 
priate agency. Thus, in benevolent discourse, 
difference is accepted and denied at the same 
time, that is to say, it is made into a natural 
hierarchy. This is why, for the postmodern critic of 
benevolent subjectivity discourses on Third World 
poor or the tribal minorities are never far from 
being problematic. Such designations as “stag¬ 
nant,” “lacking” or “primitive” are not merely 


objective factual descriptions but often rhetorical 
displacements of global socio-economic determina¬ 
tions into cultural or geographical traits. Rather 
than representing or helping the subaltern, bene¬ 
volent discourse performs the hegemony of the 
neo-colonial subject and constitutes his/her world 
as naturally superior. This blocks the possibility of 
talking with the subaltern. 

Benevolent humanism is not simply a legitimat¬ 
ing ideology in the service of economic interests 
inscribed elsewhere. The International Monetary 
Fund’s and World Bank’s aid and development 
programs are instances of benevolence as forms of 
extraction of economic value. As these are essential 
to the system of neo-colonial exploitation, the so- 
caUed benevolent subjectivity and morality are 
inevitably politico-economic inscriptions. 
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Benjamin^ Walter 

b. 15 July 1892, Berlin, Germany; d. 26 
September 1940, near Port-Ban, Spain 

Philosopher and cultural critic 

Walter Benjamin’s fascination with the avant-garde 
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invites comparison to the iconoclastic origins of 
postmodernism in 1960s’ America. However, 
comparing Benjamin to the postmodernism emer¬ 
ging after the mid-1970s - essentially an uncritical 
culture of eclecticism - is more problematic. 

At first glance, Benjamin appears to remain 
compatible with recent trends in postmodernism. 
“The Work of Art in the Age of its Technical 
Reproducibility” appears to welcome a nascent 
“high tech” society and to prefigure postmoder¬ 
nism’s rejection of the hierarchy of high versus pop 
culture. In “On the Concept of History,” Benjamin 
sounds rather “postmodernist” by championing 
“peripheral” voices. Similarly, Benjamin’s frequent 
use of quotations and montage resembles postmo¬ 
dernist practices of “intertextuality” and “paralo¬ 
gism.” Such resemblances, however, are superficial. 
Recent postmodernists such as Lyotard privilege 
language games above the metarecits of “liberation” 
and “totality.” Benjamin’s messianism—Kantian- 
ism-Marxism, by contrast, pivots upon notions of 
truth, critique, totality, and redemption. 

Benjamin and the Enlightenment project of 
"Liberation" 

Unlike the postmodernists, Benjamin commits 
himself to Marxist ideas of oppression, class 
struggle, and revolution, and upholds the Kantian 
and Marxist traditions of “critique” and truth (see 
Trauerspiel, “Critique of Violence,” “Task of the 
Translator,” and Goethes Wahlvenvandschajien). In the 
essay on “Technical Reproducibility,” the critical 
act of “shattering... the aura” prevents the art 
object from casting a speU on the beholder, thereby 
allowing truth to emerge. 

Benjamin endorses the Enlightenment values of 
truth and liberation, of which myth is the 
antithesis. For Benjamin, truth is pure, absolute, 
and unquestionable (0 30); unlike the postmoder¬ 
nists’ focus on “contamination” and “impurity.” 
Whereas postmodernists celebrate “undecidabil- 
ity,” Benjamin stresses de-cision as a critical gesture 
that cuts through “ambiguity” and the “mythical 
web of fate.” Postmodernists such as BaudriUard 
reduce truth and falsehood, fact and fiction, to an 
overarching “hyperreality” of simulacra - thus 
removing any sense of critical distance between 
rhetoric and reason, individual phenomena and 


truth. In Benjaminian terms, the postmodernists’ 
transformation of truth into textual phenomena 
amounts to aesfheticizing politics. 

Benjamin and "Totality" 

Benjamin also differs from the postmodernists in 
his view of “totality.” For Benjamin, the singular is 
inseparable from the whole. Schlegel inspires him 
to see the fragment as an “intensive totality” 
“containing] the kernel of the system” {“Kunstkri- 
tik,” 47-248). Leibniz’s monad offers him another 
means for articulating the way one idea figures a 
“world” (see Trauerspiel and “History”). Benjamin’s 
favorite image for expressing the sudden illumina¬ 
tion of truth in its entirety is “constellation.” 

Benjamin’s commitment to a unifying relation¬ 
ship between fragments and “totality” argues 
against collapsing his writings into postmodern 
theories of “multiplicity” and “incompleteness.” 
Even though postmodernists such as Lyotard and 
BaudriUard have been influenced by Benjamin, 
their refusal of his politicized vision of history as a 
redemptive whole and their celebration of “hy- 
bridity” without limit easily lapse into a hypostatiza- 
tion of textual “free play” and an aestheticization 
of politics. 

Reading Benjamin alongside postmodernism helps 
recaU the avant-garde spirit and critical edge of 
early postmodernism. This jirxtaposition, in other 
words, may assist us to rethink and redefine a 
postmodernism of resistance. 
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Benveniste, Emile 

b. 25 May 1902, Aleppo, Syria; d. 3 
October 1976, Paris, France 

Linguist 

Although the 1966 Johns Hopkins symposium on 
structuraKsm is remembered for Jacques Der¬ 
rida’s critique of the structuralist dream of unifying 
the human sciences, participants acknowledged 
another student of language, a linguist who had 
specified, since the 1930s, the shortcomings of a 
general linguistics grounded in Saussure’s theory 
of the sign. This linguist was Emde Benveniste, 
professor at the College de France specializing in 
comparative studies of Indo-European grammars. 
Against Saussure’s privileging of la langie, Benve- 
niste’s articles advocated a linguistics of the speech 
event (fa parole). Republished in 1966 as Problemes de 
linguistique generale (translated as Problems in General 
Linguistics in 1971), these studies catalyzed ideas that 
would become known as poststructuralism, 
particularly the “textual” theory of subjectivity 
elucidated by the Tel Quel group of the late 1960s 
(Roland Barthes, Derrida, Jean-Joseph Goux, 
Julia Kristeva, and Philippe SoUers). 

With his 1939 publication, “Nature du signe 
linguistique,” Benveniste established a controver¬ 
sial presence among Saussure’s disciples, arguing 
that a semiology based on the arbitrary relation of 
signified/signifier diverts attention from the core 
semantic relationship of sign and reality: “To 
decide that the linguistic sign is arbitrary... is 
equivalent to saying that the notion of mourning is 
arbitrary because in Europe it is symbolized by 
black, in China by white” (1971: 44). The analogy 
reveals Benveniste’s interest in the act of speech as 
locus of linguistic meaning. As primary' object of 
study, la parole would advance linguistics beyond 
Saussure’s conventionalism (which Benveniste re¬ 
garded as a complacency of nineteenth-century 


historicism) and foreground the difficult question of 
“physei or theseP” (natural law or conventional law), 
an allusion reflecting Benveniste’s debt to Stoic 
thought on the relationship between things and 
names. The Stoic thesis (meaning both “arbitrary 
determination” and “position”) echoes throughout 
Benveniste’s work, especially his influential studies 
on “enunciation.” 

Benveniste’s interest in enunciation begins in the 
1950s, during his association with Jacques Lacan. 
“Remarques sur la fonction du langage dans la 
decouverte freudienne” (1956) posits psychoanaly¬ 
sis as a model of the interlocutory structure of 
speech events and defines this structure as a 
dialectical relationship of speaker/hearer, “posi¬ 
tioning” the speaking subject [thesis)’, “the subject 
makes use of the act of speech and discourse in 
order to ‘represent’ himself’ to himself as he wishes 
to see himself and as he calls upon the ‘other’ to 
observe him” (1971: 67). “De la subjectivite dans le 
langage” (1958) focuses on linguistic resources that 
determine subjectivity: “It is in and through 
language that man constitutes himself as a 
subject... ” (1971: 224). This process of enuncia¬ 
tion operates through pronouns designating the 
interlocutors (“I” and “you”) and their spatio- 
temporal context (demonstrative and relative 
pronouns, verb tenses). “Les relations de temps 
dans le verbe frangais” (1959) introduces a 
rudimentary typology of discourse based on 
degrees of enunciative features. Armed with 
Benveniste’s studies, Barthes proclaimed at the 
Hopkins symposium that “the writer [is] no longer 
one who writes somethir^, but one who writes - 
absolutely” (1986: 18). 
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binary opposition 

The term “binary opposition” was used initially by 
Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) to claim that 
language is a system based on oppositional 
relations, and since used widely in deconstruc¬ 
tionist, feminist and structuralist criticism, and 
linguistics. Binary opposition has been examined 
by Claude Levi-Strauss (1908-90) in linguistic 
analysis, and by Roman Jakobson (1896-1982) and 
Roland Barthes (1915-80) in structural literary 
analysis. More recently, Jacques Derrida (1930-) 
has focused on binary opposition as the primary 
sceptical procedure of deconstructionist literary 
analysis. This procedure seeks to dismantle the 
tacit, violent hierarchy found in such binary 
oppositions as male-female and speech-writing. 
In subverting the binary, the goal is not to reverse 
the hierarchy but rather to destabilize it in order to 
leave the opposition in an undecidable condition 
(see aporia; self/other). 

See also: feminism and postmodernism; 
grammatology; linguistics; sign/signifier/signified; 
structuralism 
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Blanchot^ Maurice 

b. 22 September 1907, Quain, Sabne-et- 
Loire, France 

Philosopher, theorist, and writer 

No writer better defines the notion of an 
independent scholar in the strictest sense of the 
term than Blanchot. As E Adams Sitney remarks in 


his Afterword to The Gaze of Orpheus, the first 
English publication of Blanchot’s essays, “Maurice 
Blanchot is a man about whom almost nothing is 
known. To my knowledge he has never lectured, 
read in public, granted an interview, or written an 
autobiographical paragraph” (Blanchot 1981: 163). 
This status has perhaps freed him from fitting his 
thinking into prescribed forms normally reserved 
for the academic, and his prolific output has taken 
the form of essays, reviews, and articles for a series 
of prominent French newspapers and journals, 
including Combat, Critique, Nouvelle revue Jrangaise, and 
La Revue Jrangaise. 

Blanchot’s work considers the relationship 
between the creative and critical enterprise both 
theoretically and practically; that is, he is accom¬ 
plished as both critic and novelist. His critical work 
tends toward a fragmentary or aphoristic style 
reminiscent of Nietzsche, and most of his major 
critical texts are compilations of separately pub¬ 
lished pieces. Blanchot’s first collection of essays 
appeared in 1943 as Faux Pas, and additional 
collections followed: Le Part du feu (1949), L’espace 
litteraire (1955), Le Livre a venir (1959), L’Entretien infini 
(1969), 2cnd L’Amite (1971), all of which are available 
in English translation. Blanchot’s fictional output 
began with the 1941 publication of the first of the 
three novels he would publish, aU in this decade. 
Thomas I’Obscur, a work whose translation and 
publication introduced Blanchot to an English- 
speaking audience in 1973, was followed several 
years later with the subsequent publication of Death 
Sentence (1978). His fictional texts of the 1950s, 
defined as recits, often blur the distinction beriveen 
fiction and criticism. His first critical work to 
appear in English was The Gaze of Orpheus in 1981, a 
collection of essays dating from 1949-69. 

Blanchot’s career began in 1931 as a contributor 
to numerous political and literary journals, his 
most prolific output during this decade taking place 
in 1933 and 1937 at tlie height of political crisis in 
France. Critics disagree over the nature of this early 
work, Gerald L. Bruns characterizing it in Maurice 
Blaruhot: The Refusal of Philosophy as “both proto¬ 
fascist and, in varying degrees, anti-Semitic” (1997: 
xi). Several additional books address this claim: in 
Legacies of Anti-Semitism in France (1983), Jeffrey 
Mehlman offers a fuller assessment of this period as 
a whole in terms of French intellectual history; in 
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Blanckot: Extreme Contemporary (1997); Leslie HiU 
attempts to expose Blanchot’s so-called anti- 
Semitism as erroneous; and in Scandal and Aftereffect: 
Blanchot and France Since 1930 (1996), Steven Ungar 
attempts to explain events of this period through 
reference to the psychoanalytic notion of “after¬ 
effect.” 

Two important friendships were established 
during this early period. His contact with Emma¬ 
nuel Levinas (1906-95) placed before Blanchot 
the exigency of an ethics of the other marked by 
infinity, a concern Levinas first addressed in Totality 
and Infinity (1969). His contact with Georges 
Bataille (1897-1962) engaged an interest in 
excess and transgression, as well as the politics of 
friendship, addressed in The Infinite Conversation 
(1993) and Friendship (1997). One of Blanchot’s 
most important philosophical predecessors is 
Hegel, from whom he gains an appreciation for 
the negativity within the dialectic, where he finds 
the most expressive drive, an attention shared by 
BataiUe. 

Blanchot’s thinking works at the intersection of 
philosophy and literature, and can be seen as one 
long meditation on the meaning or purpose of 
literature itself In addition, his work can be seen as 
an important bridge between modernity and 
postmodernity, for the list of modern writers in 
French and German that he addresses is impress¬ 
ive, ranging from MaUarme, Proust, and Rimbaud, 
to Holderlin, Kafka, and Rilke. 

WTiile much of Blanchot’s work resists prescrip¬ 
tive definitions about literature. The Space of 
literature (1982) examines what writing itself sets 
out to do. If its task is to give voice to thought, 
Blanchot asks, does it do justice or violence to the 
thinking that existed before writing? Here, his 
literary antecedent is Stephane MaUarme, with 
whom Blanchot shares an appreciation for the 
impossible task of writing the Book ife Livre), a kind 
of final masterpiece. Perhaps exemplified best in his 
poem “Un coup de des n’abolira le hasard” (A 
Throw of the Dice wUl Never Abolish Chance), 
MaUarme suggests that the countless writing of 
books wiU never fuUy exhaust the meaning of the 
book, which wUl always already be in search of its 
own meaning. As such, what literature does in large 
part is to consider its own status in each particular 
instance of writing. 


Blanchot’s books Le pas au-dela (1973), translated 
and published in English as The Step Not Beyond in 
1982, and L’ecriture du desastre (1980), translated and 
published in English as The Writing of the Disaster in 
1986, marked a fragmentary style of writing that 
further effaced the distinction between criticism 
and literature. 
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MICHAEL STRYSICK 

Bloom^ Harold 

b. 11 July 1930, New York City, USA 

Literary critic and theorist 

Harold Bloom’s reUsionist literary history, espe- 
ciaUy his conflict-based theory of psychic warfare 
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waged between poets and their precursors, appro¬ 
priately usurped, reinvented, and then came to 
dominate the study of literary influence and 
tradition in the 1970s and 1980s. Recognized as 
the founder of the Groucho Marxist school of 
criticism — echoing the late comedian’s motto 
“whatever it is. I’m against it” - Bloom has 
maintained a dominant yet aloof position in the 
world of high theoretical debate since joining the 
faculty at Yale University in 1955, where he is now 
Sterling Professor in the Humanities. Despite 
Bloom’s iconoclastic nature, his prolific scholarship 
and forceful yet colorful media-friendly personality 
have established him as one of the most recognized 
and widely read literary critics of the twentieth 
century. 

From his earliest project of reclaiming British 
Romanticism from the iU-dignified position it 
occupied among the American New Critics (who 
were his teachers at Yale) through to his 1994 opus 
The Westan Canon: The Books and School of the Ages, 
Bloom has been most interested in identifying 
distinct poetic traditions and discernible lines of 
filiation between poets and their precursors. 
Specifically, Bloom discounts any conception of 
Modernism propagated by the New Criticism as an 
objective and rational escape from the subjectivity 
and spontaneous drives which characterized Ro¬ 
mantic literature. Bloom’s version of Romanticism, 
which finds its origins in Shakespeare and its model 
figure in Milton’s Satan, deals almost exclusively 
with poetry and extends from Blake through to 
Wallace Stevens and A.R. Ammons, including 
several so-called High Modernists like Hart Crane 
and Yeats. In his conception of modern literary 
history, the continuance of Romantic poetry has 
never been interrupted and, indeed, cannot be so 
long as the system Bloom illustrates in his most 
famous book. The Anxiety of Influence - a system of 
psychic defenses working in accordance with 
artistic tradition - remains in place. 

The argument of The Anxiety of Influence arises out 
of both Shelley’s proposition that all poets 
contribute to one “Great Poem” continually in 
progress and Borges’s comment that writers 
create their precursors. Bloom connects these 
mystical claims to the study of poetic influence by 
way of his theory of misreading or “misprision.” 
He claims that every reading of a poem is 


necessarily a misreading, and that acts of misread¬ 
ing are crucial psychic defenses against the general 
condition of “belatedness” that every poet or 
reader encounters when attempting to write a 
“new” poem or formulate a “new” reading of a 
poem (which, for Bloom, is equivalent to writing a 
poem). “Misprision” sets the stage for an Oedipal 
conflict between poets, with “strong” poets em¬ 
ploying any of six “revisionary ratios” (clinamen, 
tessera, kenosis, daemonization, askesis, and apo- 
phrades) that aim to ground the poet within the 
tradition of his or her forebears while enabling the 
poet to “swerve” from the precursors and appear 
original and self-created. Ultimately, every poem’s 
attempt at originality fails as it is subsumed into the 
tradition which it sought to escape, thus strength¬ 
ening both the tradition and the power of 
subsequent poets who must exert an aU-the-grcater 
wUl to power in their attempts to turn from 
tradition. While these difficult psychic grounds for 
poetic invention increase the difficulty (which 
Bloom associates with quality) of the resulting 
poems and interpretations, they also enable the 
discerning critic to plot the “hidden roads” 
connecting poem to poem and precursor to 
precursor. 

Bloom uses the remaining books of the “influ¬ 
ence tetraology” - A Map of Misreading, Kabbalah and 
Criticism, and Poetry and Repression - to follow these 
almost Derridian traces of poetic anxiety, aU the 
while rejecting Derrida’s and de Man’s episte¬ 
mological approaches to literary texts. While 
accepting deconstruction’s claims about the frag¬ 
mentary and incomplete nature of texts. Bloom 
refuses to exchange poetic voice or psyche for text 
alone, insisting that psychoanalysis remain the 
privileged mode for critical inquiry and that 
Nietzsche’s wiU to power overcome de Man’s 
aporia. Though associated with the Yale school of 
deconstruction. Bloom can only be said to employ 
deconstruction in order to invert traditional models 
of poetic lineage and influence. Bloom’s gradual 
wane of influence in theoretical circles during the 
1980s may be tied to his resistance to American 
poststructuralism, but a more likely reason is 
Bloom’s self-removal from the central discussions 
of literary criticism and theory in order to explore 
the history of biblical literature and undertake the 
general editorship of Chelsea House’s Library of 
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Literary Criticism, Modem Critical Views, Modern Critical 
Interpretations, and other collections, publishing over 
400 volumes since 1984. 

Already a self-described aesthete with an 
unabashedly elitist view of “strong” versus “for¬ 
gettable” writers, Bloom’s editorial projects may 
have been the catalyst for The Western Canon and 
Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human. Swerving 
from the cultural turn in 1990s literary theory and 
criticism, Bloom has come to resemble the 
conservative, humanist critics his earlier work in 
Romanticism and influence studies sought to 
undermine. 

Such as it is, Bloom’s relationship to postmo¬ 
dernism is vexed. He abhors the humanist adora¬ 
tion of unified meaning and closure, yet positions 
himself as the canon-smith supreme, always 
prepared to exclude “lesser” texts and voices from 
the annals of literary tradition. For Bloom, the 
postmodern era, like any other time before it, 
marks a period of crisis for the human subject, 
who, though independent of discourse, is always 
threatened to be subsumed by increasingly accu¬ 
mulative and ubiquitous discursive spheres. In 
Bloom’s critical world, however, such a crisis as 
exists in the late 1990s should deliver either a 
substantial number of strong and seemingly 
original texts and voices, or signal tradition’s final 
triumph over originality. 
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body without organs 

The body without organs is an intensive conception 
of the body that must be distinguished from the 
extensive body of biology. The term comes from 


Antonin Artaud, and was adopted by GiUes 
Deleuze and Felix Guattari in their two-volume 
book, Capitalism and Schizophrenia. In this landmark 
work, Deleuze and Guattari used the notion to 
develop a philosophical concept of schizoplirenia, 
notably with regard to the experience of the body. 
Basing their work on a number of famous cases 
(Artaud, Schreber, Nijinsky, Wolfson) as well as 
certain Anglo-American writers (Burroughs, Beck¬ 
ett, D.H. LavTence), Deleuze and Guattari sug¬ 
gested that the schizophrenic experience oscillates 
between two poles. 

At one pole, schizophrenics often experience 
their organs as heterogeneous powers that enter 
into relation with each other and with external 
objects (trees, stars, light bulbs, motors, radios, and 
so on) in such a way that, taken together, they 
produce an individuated but non-personal multi¬ 
plicity or “assemblage” {agencement) that functions 
together as a kind of “machine.” At the opposite 
pole, there lies what Artaud termed “the body 
without organs” (BwO), a body deprived of organs, 
in which the functioning of these organ-machines 
or assemblages is halted in a rigid catatonic stupor 
that can last for days or even years (Artaud (1976: 
571):: “eyes shut, nostrils pinched, anus closed, 
stomach ulcerated, larnyx eaten”). 

Deleuze and Guattari interpret these two poles 
in intensive terms, adapting Kant’s analysis of 
intensity in the “Anticipations of Perception” 
section of the Critique of Pure Reason. The stasis of 
the BwO is intensity = 0, a nonproductive and 
immobile matrix or spatium', while the organs are 
intensive quantities or matter that come to occupy 
the BwO to this or that degree. (In this sense, the 
BwO is a limit concept, a zero intensity that is 
approached but never reached, except in death.) 

The true enemy of the BwO, however, is not the 
organs per se but rather the organism, which imposes 
an organized and extensive regime of integration 
upon the organs. The BwO thus repulses the 
organism and denounces it as an instrument of 
persecution, yet it still attracts and appropriates the 
organs, but only by making them function in a 
different regime, an anorganic or intensive regime: 
“No organ is constant as regards either function or 
position... sex organs sprout everywhere... rec- 
tums open, defecate, and close... the entire organ¬ 
ism changes color and consistency in split-second 
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adjustments” (Burroughs 1966: 131). (In this sense, 
the BwO and organs are one and the same thing, 
united in their common batde against the organ¬ 
ism.) 

In general, Deleuze and Guattari suggest that 
the straggle between these tw'O poles (attraction/ 
repulsion) translates the entire anguish of schizo¬ 
phrenics, whose physical (though immobile) voyage 
can be described in terms of this passage from one 
zone of intensity to another on their BwO. Beneath 
the hallucinations of the senses (“I see,” “I hear”) 
and the deliriums of thought (“I think”), there is 
always a more profound affect of intensity (“I 
feel”), that is, a becoming or a transition: a gradient is 
crossed, a threshold is surpassed, a migration is 
brought about. “I feel that I am becoming a god,” 
“I feel that I am becoming a woman” (Freud 
1957: 17). 

A delirium, by contrast, is a secondary expres¬ 
sion of these becomings: the intensive passages are 
given their own proper names, and the BwO is 
given its own geopolitical, historical, and racial 
coordinates. Nietzsche’s delirium, for example, 
passed through a series of intensive states that 
received various proper names, some of which 
designated his allies, or manic rises in intensity 
(Prado, Lesseps, Chambige, “honest criminals”), 
others his enemies, or depressive falls in intensity 
(Caiaphus, WiUiani Bismark, the “antisemites”): a 
chaos of pure oscillations on his BwO that were 
invested by “all the names of history” and not, as 
psychoanalysis would have it, by “the name of the 
father.” 

Deleuze and Guattari were strong supporters of 
the use of drugs in psychiatry, which can help guide 
these voyages in intensity (either by arousing the 
excitation that always exists in the midst of the 
catatonic stupor, or by calming the exacerbated 
functioning of the machines), though they con¬ 
stantly emphasized the need for “sobriety” in such 
pharmacological experimentations. In Capitalism 
and Schizophrenia, this clinical conception of the 
BwO was tied to several broader themes, which 
tended to give the notion a somewhat over¬ 
determined character: 

1 Theory of desire. Desire never refers to a “lack” 

(which would introduce a transcendent element 

“beyond” desire), but is a purely immanent 


process that operates by means of polyvocal 
connections. To pursue these connections, on an 
immanent plane of consistency, is to construct or 
fabricate a BwO; that is, to desire. 

2 Political theory. Desire always takes place within a 
social assemblage, it is always constructed, never 
pre-social. Political and hbidinal economy, in 
other words, are one and the same thing. In any 
social body, then, a phenomenon equivalent to 
the BwO is produced, which functions as non¬ 
productive plane upon which productive forces 
are deployed (the earth in “primitive” societies, 
the despot in archaic States, capital in capitalism, 
and so on). Schizophrenia and capitahsm are 
linked insofar as both function on the basis of 
intensities and processes that are fundamentally 
“decoded.” 

3 Anti-psychoanalytic theory. Deleuze and Guattari 
argue that psychoanalysis fundamentally mis¬ 
understands phenomena like delirium, since it 
relates the syntheses of the unconscious to the 
Oedipal coordinates of father-mother-child. 
Deleuze and Guattari, by contrast, hold that 
delirium is directly related to the sociopolitical 
realm: one “delires” about history, geography, 
tribes, deserts, peoples, races, and climates, not 
simply one’s mother and father. 

4 Ethical theory Finally, there is an ethical dimen¬ 
sion to the BwO. How can the dismanding of 
the organism and the construction of a BwO 
avoid simply producing a clinical schizophrenic, 
or becoming purely destructive? “The problem 
of schizophrenization as a cure consists in this: 
How can schizophrenia be disengaged as a power 
of humanity and of nature without a schizophrenic 
thereby being produced? This is a problem 
analogous to that of Burroughs (How to 
incarnate the power of drugs without being an 
addict?) or Miller (How to get drunk on pure 
water?)”. 
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Borges, Jorge Luis 

b. 24 August 1899, Buenos Aires, Argen¬ 
tina; d. 14 June 1986, Geneva, Swit¬ 
zerland 

Argentine writer 

Borges was an Argentine short fiction writer, poet 
and essayist whose fantastic tales brought him 
international fame. Although he wrote most of the 
short stories that have made him famous during the 
1940s and 1950s, postmodern culture has found in 
him a precursor and, for many critics, he was 
already a quintessential postmodern author. His 
texts are often mentioned as perfect examples of 
postmodern literary characteristics and topics such 
as the “death” of the author, pastiche, intertex- 
tuality self-reflexiveness and the disbelief in master 


narratives. Many of the most prominent poststruc¬ 
turalist theorists mention, quote and even analyze 
Borges’ texts in their writings. He is frequently 
named as a source of inspiration for them. Michel 
Foucault, for example, takes one of Borges’ essays 
as the starting point for The Order of Things. 
Derrida quotes Borges in “Plato’s Pharmacy” 
and Jean-Franfois Lyotard employs a short text 
by Borges in The Postmodern Condition to exemplify 
the postmodern view of human knowledge. 

Borges wrote several books of essays and poetry 
in the 1920s and 1930s, but he is best known for 
two collections of fantastic short stories, Ficciones 
and The Aleph, published in the 1940s. The main 
characteristic of these writings is the author’s 
extreme scepticism about the possibility of under¬ 
standing reality. For Borges, although we are 
incapable of deciphering the universe, we also 
continue to invent new theories to explain it. The 
human mind finds relief in any theory (philosophi¬ 
cal, theological, scientific or even poetic) that can 
be used to make sense of the universe. Any system 
of belief or thought is considered by Borges a 
mental construct, an artificial order imposed on 
what otherwise would be a chaotic reality. In other 
words, they are “fictions,” theories fabricated by 
human beings. For the same reason, Borges’ tales 
are always calling attention to their own status as 
fictional texts. These narratives do not let the 
reader forget that they are something designed, 
constructed. For Borges, all discourses are equally 
valid (or invalid) and there cannot be any 
hierarchies; no human construct can be privileged 
over the others. It is thus common to find in his 
stories several (often incompatible) views of reality. 

Another important characteristic of Borges’ 
writings is the constant blurring of the distinction 
between fiction and reality. One of his writing 
strategies is the use of false quotations and 
imaginary secondary sources alongside real ones. 
Many of Borges’ texts are a parody of scholarly 
writings, sometimes including footnotes about non¬ 
existent books and authors or fictitious “historical” 
events. One of his best-known stories, “Tlon, 
Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” is about an imaginary 
planet created by several generations of scholars 
that is slowly replacing the real one. At the end of 
the tale, Tlon’s imaginary history is taking the place 
of the one we know and even the laws of physics 
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and mathematics are being modified. Borges’ story 
also seems to suggest that we only have access to 
reality through texts and if we alter these texts we 
can modify reality. 

A text that should be mentioned because of its 
connection to postmodern literary theories is 
“Pierre Menard, Author of Don Quixote.” This 
is the story of a minor twentieth-century author 
who decided to write Dm Quixote. He was not 
rewriting the novel, nor was he copying it, but 
imagining it again. His project was to create his 
own Quixote, to prove that it was not necessary to be 
a seventeenth-century author to write this novel. 
The result is two chapters from Don Quixote which 
are identical to those of Cervantes. However, when 
comparing two long passages from each author, the 
narrator of the story finds Menard’s version richer 
and more complex than that of Cervantes. The 
main idea behind “Pierre Menard” is that each 
generation reads a text in a different way. Literary 
works are enriched by new readings and inter¬ 
pretations. The story, written in 1939, anticipates 
many reader-response theories by suggesting that 
an author has no control over the meaning of the 
text. 

The decentering of the author suggested in 
“Pierre Menard” is also related to another 
postmodern aspect of Borges’ work: his rejection 
of originality his view that it is impossible to write 
anything new. Everything has already been said. 
Although he uses this idea in many of his short 
stories, it is in “The Immortal” where it is 
presented most clearly. An anonymous commenta¬ 
tor translates a text written by a man who became 
immortal after drinking water from a river and in 
which he narrates some of the adventures he had in 
his life. The story ends when the man finally 
discovers a river that turns him mortal again and 
dies. An addendum by the commentator explains 
that the text is not completely original because it 
contains material taken from many different 
authors. However, we learn that this is not the 
result of an act of plagiarism by the Immortal. The 
fact is that he has lived for so long that he has had 
every possible experience a human being can have, 
including those other writers have written about. 
Borges is implying that it is a common mistake to 
attribute a text to a single author. It is impossible to 
write without being influenced by other authors. A 


literary text is not the manifestation of an 
individual self; without author’s being aware of it, 
other selves intervene in the process of creation. 
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Bourdieu, Pierre 

b. 1930, Denguin, Bearn, France 

Sociologist and academic 

Pierre Bourdieu blends established sociological 
methods and premises with the poststructuralist 
developments in that field. His work is clearly 
influenced by that of Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim 
and Max Weber, but also by later work on the 
forces which shape social structures and their 
interpretation, following writers like Claude Levi- 
Strauss. While much of Bourdieu’s work focuses 
on sociology as a discipline, this focus has not 
been as influential on postmodernism as his 
analyses of the production and consumption of 
cultural forms. 

In this context, Bourdieu’s most influential 
publication is Distinction: A Social Critique of the 
Judgement of Taste, in which he developed his 
concepts of distinction, taste, and habitus. For 
Bourdieu, cultural consumption flows from the 
economic organization of production, but not in a 
classically Marxist sense where an economic base 
determines the cultural superstructure. Instead 
Bourdieu argues that not only economic but also 
what he calls “cultural capital” shape the ways 
cultural consumption articulates social positions. 
Contrary to many previous understandings of taste 
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as a form of knowledge wtiich intersected educa¬ 
tion and economic capital, Bourdieu argues that 
people classify themselves by their taste in and 
understanding of culture. Bourdieu’s surveys in¬ 
vestigate not only what people consume but what 
identities and lifestyles they associate with different 
forms of cultural consumption. This is the structure 
of distinction, a means for organizing culture 
practised by individual consumers but contextua¬ 
lized by the habitus, a term Bourdieu coined to 
describe the conditions of production that make 
possible various social practices. Habitus provides a 
way of understanding the individual’s placement 
within “dominant” culture, incorporating and 
defining cultural activities and providing a context 
for aU social actions. Bourdieu suggests, however, 
that the habitus is not simply reflected in tastes but 
can be influenced by changes in taste because the 
organization of cultural consumption is not in any 
sense peripheral to forms of social power. 

Bourdieu’s analyses often rely on national and 
class demographics and other recognized cultural 
strutures, such as the distinction between high 
culture and popular culture. However, his work has 
nevertheless been influential within postmodern 
cultural analysis, and within Anglophone cultural 
studies most specifically. Bourdieu’s significance 
for postmodernism lies principally in the impor¬ 
tance he accords to individual cultural practices 
and to cultural production more generally. Bour¬ 
dieu focuses on relations between cultural forms, 
including popular culture’s role in mapping 
cultural distinctions and social change, further 
enabling their analysis within sociology and 
providing new tools for their discussion. 

See also: sociology 
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CATHERINE DRISCOLL 

Buddhism 

Founded by Siddhartha Gautama (c.566^86 bce) 
in Northern India, Buddhism is one of the major 
religions of the world. In Buddhist tradition 
Gautama is revered as the Buddha, the awakened 
One. His enlightenment, which is called Buddha- 
hood or Tathagata, the ultimate reality, becomes the 
goal in Buddhism. His teaching, which is featured 
as the principle of non-self, is understood as the 
fundamental way to ultimate reality. Since Gauta¬ 
ma’s awakening. Buddhism has peacefully ex¬ 
panded its influence through India, Sri Lanka, 
China, Korea, Japan and Tibet. In the last two 
centuries Buddhist thought was also introduced to 
Europe and North America. Buddhism’s resistance 
to the notion of ontological essence, which is 
characteristic of Christianity and the Western 
metaphysical tradition, profoundly contributed to 
the re-thinking of metaphysics. The radical critique 
by Nietzsche and Heidegger of the Judaeo- 
Christian pattern of thinking was partly influenced 
by Buddhist thoughts. The turn from modemism 
to postmodernism has witnessed the revival of 
Buddhism in the Western world, as mainstream 
postmodern ideas converge with the negation of 
essence in Buddhism. 

Buddha’s teaching critically responds to tradi¬ 
tional Indian metaphysical idealism in that time, 
which holds that there exists an absolute, pure, and 
permanent Self independent of individual beings. 
Buddha modifies the doctrine drastically by claim¬ 
ing non-self, (the doctrine of anatman), where there 
is no permanent existence of God but the flow of 
transient, changeable, and dependent beings. In 
contrast to the Indian traditional concern with the 
eternal Self, Buddha takes non-self not as specula¬ 
tion for its own sake but as the practical way to 
achieve the freedom from suffering. Buddha’s 
practical attitude to non-self can be illustrated in 
his silence to fourteen metaphysical questions 
raised by one of his disciples: “Is the universe 
eternal? Is the universal finite? Is the soul identical 
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to body? Does the Buddha exist after death?” and 
so on. His silence to the metaphysical questions 
does not mean that he denies metaphysical 
existence. For Buddha, metaphysical concern does 
not help people overcome suffering. In this light, 
Buddha regards himself as a physician, diagnosing 
ailments and pointing out a path to recovery. An 
orientation to the practical dimension is one of the 
most important clues to understanding a large and 
sophisticated body of analytical Buddhist philoso¬ 
phy, which is not to be confused with metaphysical 
reflection. 

The doctrine of non-self is fully illustrated in 
Buddha’s first sermon of the Four Noble Truths, 
which lays out the essentials of Buddhism. The first 
Noble Truth is that of suffering, which is the basic 
Hew of reality in Buddhism. Suffering on the one 
hand includes the obvious painful facts, such as 
birth, decay disease, and death. On the other 
hand, suffering refers to people’s futile attempt to 
challenge the reality of non-self, non-permanence, 
and non-identity within the ever changing and 
passing away. The second Noble Truth discloses 
the origin of suffering as the desire to gratify the 
senses, or conceptual thinking which produces the 
ideal illusion, and ignorance which holds an 
illusion as tlie real or a “self.” The annihilation 
of suffering, that is, nirvana or enlightenment, 
constitutes the third Noble Truth. Nirvana (“ex¬ 
tinguishing”] means to deliver people from desire, 
illusory thinking, and ignorance to a joyful and 
peaceful spiritual state. The fourth Noble Truth is 
the Path to nirvana, also known as the Noble 
Eightfold Path. From its three categories; moral, 
mental, and intuitive, it is constituted as a practice 
of “right imderstanding, right action, right liveli¬ 
hood, right mindfulness, right concentration,” and 
so on. The Eightfold Path is guaranteed by the 
practice of the Middle Way, which is to practice 
both wisdom and concentration. The purpose of 


the practice of the Middle Way is to call people to 
detach themselves from “self” and become aware 
of the flux of the phenomenal world. 

Buddhism leaves no room for essence, which is 
expressed as “self” On the contrary, attachment to 
self is the cause of suffering, and awareness of 
contingency and non-self is the way to freedom. In 
the later Buddhist development, the avocation of 
Emptiness, Nothingness and Mind-only all refer 
back to Buddha’s original principle of non-self 
Buddhism’s emphasis on non-self often ironically 
brings it the unjustified charge of nihilism. This 
kind of misunderstanding results from the neglect 
of Buddhism’s orientation in practice. Non-self in 
the practical dimension serves to break idolatry 
and set people’s life in the process. 

In the twentieth century, there was a reciprocal 
interest between Buddhism and postmodern 
thought. Buddhist scholars such as Nishida Kitaro 
and Nishitani Keiji attempt to solve the impasse of 
nihilism reflected in Western thinkers like Nietzsche 
and Heidegger with the Buddhist doctrine of non¬ 
self The postmodern death of God movement, 
initiated by Thomas J.J. Altizer in North America, 
and subsequently that of deconstruction, find 
rich reference to the doctrine of non-self in 
Buddhism. Buddhism’s strong tendency of opposi¬ 
tion to essentialism, reflected in the doctrine of 
non-self, allows profound reflection on such issues 
as “Is Buddhism a religion?” and “What on earth is 
religion?” within postmodernity. 
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camp 

The term “camp” originated in gay male culture to 
denote a coyly exaggerated theatricality, especially 
in the context of drag performance. Often traced to 
the French verb se camper, meaning “to pose,” 
“camp” has gained a much wider usage since the 
1960s to refer to the practice of recycling out¬ 
moded cultural forms in a spirit of detached or 
deflected irony. A list of contemporary “camp” 
phenomena in this sense might include deco¬ 
revival architecture, the “bad taste” films of John 
Waters {Pink Flamingoes, Polyester), thrift store fash¬ 
ion, 1980s and 1990s pop music’s fascination with 
the fallen icons of mass-produced “country” music, 
and early rock ’n’ roll (Patsy Cline, Elvis Presley, 
and Buddy HoUy). 

In the last fifteen years, a number of semioticians 
and cultural critics have explicitly associated camp’s 
playful self-consciousness and role-playing with 
postmodernism, in gay and straight contexts alike. 
Walter Truett Anderson, for example, suggests that 
“postmodern architects ... design buildings that 
are themselves ... camp performers,... imitating 
other kinds of architecture but letting you know 
they are not being serious about it” (Anderson 
1990: 145). Much of the energy behind the 
connection of camp taste and postmodernism can 
be traced to the moment of the term’s populariza¬ 
tion in the pop explosion in the arts in the early and 
middle 1960s. This is particularly evident in the 
works of cultural critic Susan Sontag, “new” 
journalist Tom Wolfe, and British critic George 
MeUy author of Revolt into Style: The Pop Arts. 


As a mass cultural style, popular camp has 
always had a mixed press, particularly since the 
development of the fashion term “retro,” which 
has become something of a synonym and is 
generally used in a derogatory spirit. Some 
observers have been inclined to celebrate the camp 
aesthetic as a hopeful sign of developing critical 
self-consciousness for culture industry, or at least as 
the manifestation of an energizing epistemological 
shift in popular consciousness. Soberer left-wing 
critics have tended to see what Fredric Jameson 
calls “the random cannibalization of all the styles 
of the past” Jameson 1991: 18) as a form of simple 
nostalgia serving to denude historical reference of 
all useful context and specificity. Many contem¬ 
porary gay/lesbian critics have articulated an even 
more strident, though related critique of popular 
camp, arguing that the mainstreaming of both the 
term and of camp taste itself works powerfully to 
obscure camp’s gay history and inflection. It is in 
this spirit, for example, that Moe Meyer calls “pop 
camp” a “strategy of un-queer appropriation” 
(Meyer 1994: 5) revealing only the trace of “a 
suppressed and denied oppositional critique” 
(Meyer 1994: 1). 

See also: gay and lesbian studies; queer theory 

References 

Anderson, Walter (1990) Reality Isn’t What It Used To 
Be, San Francisco: Harper & Row. 

Jameson, Fredric (1991) Postmodernism, or, The 



46 canonicity 


Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press. 

Meyer, Moe (1994) The Politics and Poetics of Camp, 
London: Routledge. 

Further reading 

Ross, Andrew (1989) “The Uses of Gamp,” No 
Respect: Intellectuals and Popular Culture, New York: 
Roudedge. 

Sontag, Susan (1964) “Notes on Camp,” Partisan 
Review 31(4): 515-30. 

MICHAEL MURPHY 


canonicity 

The term “canon” refers to a group of texts, 
authors, and/or artistic movements considered 
representative of the particular interests and values 
of a discourse or a particular group of people. It 
refers to “high” art such as literature, the fine arts, 
and classical music, as opposed to low brow forms 
of entertainment such as popular films, pop music, 
and pulp fiction (see Adorno, Theodor; Benja¬ 
min, Walter; Bloom, Harold). The literary 
canon, for example, has historically been com¬ 
prised of the “great” books by, usually, dead white 
male authors. The contestation over canonicity in 
contemporary culture has erupted as a result of the 
investigation into the institutional processes and 
procedures by which a text is elevated, deemed 
“art,” and hence canonized. 

Since the inception of poststructuraHsm, the 
predominance of a single, overarching literary 
canon has been largely contested, and as a result 
the canon has been fractured into multiple canons 
that mirror the interests and characteristics of a 
range of diverse groups. The interrogation of the 
“canonicity” of a particular author or text has 
become particularly difficult and the boundaries 
between “literature” (as “high” art) and other 
modes of textuality have dissolved. 

DAVID GLIPPINGER 


Caputo, John D. 

b. 26 October 1940, Philadelphia, Penn¬ 
sylvania, USA 

Philosopher of religion and ethicist 

Since the 1993 publication olAgainst Ethics,]o\ai D. 
Caputo is perhaps best known as a theorist of 
postmodern ethics. However, Caputo’s challenge 
to modernist ethics can most fuUy be appreciated 
in the context of the concern, manifest throughout 
his writings, with elaborating and extending the 
critique of modernist rationality that he locates 
initially in the work of Thomas Aquinas (1225-74) 
and Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), and later in 
the work of Soren Kierkegaard (1813-55), Frie¬ 
drich Nietzsche (1844-1900), Emmanuel Levi¬ 
nas (1905-1996), and especially Jacques Derrida 
(1930-). In his early explorations of mysticism in 
Heidegger and Aquinas, Caputo is at pains to 
undermine the priority accorded to ratio in modern 
thought, through the application of a premodern, 
mystico-religious hermeneutics of piety. 

In both Radical Hermeneutics, pubhshed in 1987, 
and Demythologiiing Heidegger, in 1993, Caputo 
pursues the critique of modernist rationality, but 
abandons his earlier premodernist approach in 
favor of Derridean deconstruction. In these 
texts, he rejects both the mythologizing of Being 
and the appeal to originary ethics that, he now 
argues, mar Heidegger’s thought, and takes up the 
project of imagining a postmodern, historicized 
rationality that would, in his view, be consistent 
with a non-foundational ethics. Such an ethics, 
which emerges in Against Ethics as a kind of 
postmodern anti-ethics, would be divorced from 
the desire of both mystical religiosity and universal 
reason to elaborate a concept of obligation, basing 
itself instead on the conviction that “obligation 
happens” (Caputo 1993: 6), that is, that obligation, 
as particular and contigent, always resists the 
ability of the abstract, necessary, and universal 
concept to contain it, while nevertheless remaining 
compelling. Following the publication of Against 
Ethics, Gaputo’s work has again focussed more 
explicitly on the questions about religious experi¬ 
ence that motivated his early writings, while 
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nevertheless reframing those questions in light of 
his subsequent readings of Derrida, as he attempts 
to articulate a postmodern, Derridean religion 
based on the conception of a God without Being 
(Caputo: 1997). 

References 

Caputo, John D. (1993) Against Ethks: Contributions to 
a Poetics of Obligation with Constant Reference to 
Deconstruction, Bloomington, IN: Indiana Univer¬ 
sity Press. 

-(1997) The Prayers and Tears of Jacques Derrida: 

Religion without Religion, Bloomington, IN: In¬ 
diana University Press. 

Further reading 

Caputo, John D. (1978) The Mystical Element in 
Heidegger’s Thought, Athens, OH: Ohio University 
Press; revised edition, including a new introduc¬ 
tion, New York: Fordham University Press, 1986. 

- (1982) Heidegger and Aquinas: An Essay on 

Overcoming Metaphysics, New York: Fordham 
University Press. 

- (1987) Radical Hermeneutics: Repetition, Decon¬ 
struction, and the Hermeneutic Project, Bloomington, 
IN: Indiana University Press. 

-(1993) Derrythologizing Heidegger, Bloomington, 

IN: Indiana University Press. 

JUDITH L. POXON 
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b. 1926, New York, USA 

Philosopher and critic 

Stanley CaveU’s writing addresses problems with 
our knowledge of the world, our knowledge of 
others, and our knowledge of ourselves. Working 
through these subjects, he discusses most notably 
the writings of Ludwig Wittgenstein, Martin 
Heidegger, and Ralph Waldo Emerson, the plays 
of William Shakespeare and Samuel Beckett, and a 
variety of movies and works of art. The present 
essay however, deals primarily with those aspects 


of Cavell’s thought that bear on notions of self¬ 
reference in both modernist and postmodernist art. 

In his book The World Viewed (1979), Cavell 
points out the inadequacy of the popular sense of 
modernist art as simply “about itself” or as self- 
referential. This is an idea perhaps most often 
associated with Clement Greenberg’s 1960 essay 
“Modernist Painting.” Greenberg characterizes 
modernism in terms of its “self-critical” tenden¬ 
cies, whereby each artistic discipline seeks to 
discover and exhibit only those qualities which 
are exclusive to it as a medium, and which thus 
constitute the medium’s definition and its inner 
essence or purity. 

A number of postmodern critiques challenge 
Greenberg’s notions on the grounds that he 
assumes a set of unchanging, absolute definir^ 
conditions for each medium. These critiques insist 
that the meaning and value of a work of art is 
deeply informed by the various contexts (institu¬ 
tional, linguistic, historical) in which the work may 
be made, presented and discussed. The work’s 
identity is not just produced, then, by qualities 
fixed and internal to itself, but also by elements 
which are contingent and external to the work. 
Postmodern artistic practices (such as performance, 
installation, or site-specific work) that work beyond 
or between the delineations of traditional artistic 
mediums and contexts further reflect efibrts to 
refute such absolutes and to puU away from the 
reductive, inward turnings of Greenbergian mod¬ 
ernism. 

This is not to say that examinations of an art 
work’s identity and of its capacity to reflect upon 
that identity have been entirely dismissed. Several 
postmodern artists continue to explore the various 
conditions upon which a work of art depends for its 
meaning (that is, whether those conditions are 
understood to be exterior or interior to works of 
art). In this respect, self-reference continues to be a 
form of artistic expression. Indeed, in some cases, 
self-reference is demonstrated in postmodern art 
with a degree explicitness well beyond anything 
Greenberg might have perceived in modernist art. 

For Cavell, however, modernism’s explorations 
of a given medium’s defining qualities involve 
something other than the explicit reference to the 
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self that the idea of “art about itself” suggests. On 
the meaning of “cropping” in modernist painting, 
for example, Cavell writes: 

in the context of traditional painting, cropping 
seems a superficial feature of the making of a 
painting, something distinctly after the fact, like 
mounting it or choosing a frame. But the nature 
of these new [modernist] paintings gives sig¬ 
nificance to the fact of framing.. .With these 
paintings, the exactness of the cropping is 
essential to the entire achievement. 

(CaveU 1979: 112) 

Thus, the paintings in question insist on their 
cropping. And this, for Cavell, is the meaning and 
value of modern art’s questioning and exhibition 
of itself Modernism is here characterized not by a 
belief in some fixed definitions that simply remain 
to be uncovered, but rather by an awareness that 
the conditions which define a medium cannot be 
assumed or taken for granted. To exhibit these 
conditions in modern art is necessarily to declare 
or claim them anew in each expression or instance 
of a medium. Moreover, in such exhibitions, there 
is always a risk of failure that what is declared 
will not be convincing, that what is claimed wiU 
not be recognized as meaningful condition of a 
medium. 

Acts of self-reference, on the other hand, can 
appear to assume, or they can reflect a desire for, 
the possibility of positively ascertaining a medium’s 
limits, or of fixing its identity. Cavell describes this 
desire as he notices the comedic effect of certain 
self-referential moments in movies (for example, 
Groucho Marx’s frequent asides to the camera, 
asking things like, “How did I ever wind up in this 
lousy picture?”), and he suggests that such 
moments “satirize the effort to escape the self by 
Hewing it, the thought that there is a position from 
which to rest assured once and for all of the truth of 
your views” (CaveU 1979: 126). This sort of 
exhibition of the self often rings hollow for CaveU. 
It risks no failure of recognition. It denies us (its 
Hewers) any opportrmity to accept or reject it 
because it makes no demand on us to do so. It 
simply exhibits itself without declaring anything 
about itself. 

Instead of assuring us of its meaning, therefore, a 
self-referential work may betray its maker’s own 


lack of confidence in the work’s ability to make any 
convincing claims for itself or, generally, to be a 
convincing work. CaveU’s intention in pointing out 
such features of self-reference, however, is not quite 
to whoUy condemn it as a form of artistic 
exploration and expression. Rather, he means to 
show more fuUy the meaning and the stakes of art’s 
self-consciousness and of its demonstration of itself 
to us. 

See also: Fried, Michael 
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CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR 


center 

Often used to represent the colonizer’s language 
and/or worldview when paired with that of the 
colonized (margin), center — more often speUed 
“centre,” even by American scholars to indicate 
this particular context of the word - is nearly 
always spoken of alongside, or in reference to, the 
word margin because the two possess a binary 
relationship. While at times the word “margin” 
seems to be able to stand on its own, the word 
center almost never seems to be able to. As Trinh 
T. Minh-ha has asserted, “The center itself is 
marginal.” Indeed, the center is an artificial 
construct that relies on the marginalization of 
Others for its existence. 

However, as Minh-ha and others have argued, 
the center/margin dichotomy is a slippery one as 
many questions need to be asked, for which the 
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answers keep changing. Who is the center? Who is 
the margin? Who is the margin within the margin? 
Does the center ever become the margin, and vice 
versa? Traditional postcolonial thought show's us 
that there are two traditional centers: Britain and 
France. The margins consist of their colonies in 
Africa, the Caribbean, and Asia, with the Americas 
and Australia considered to a lesser extent, along 
with European nations such as Ireland, as being 
“marginal” societies. Certain other groups also 
have been considered marginal, including people 
of color, w'omen, homosexuals, Jews, the working 
classes, and the illiterate. But there has been an 
increasing movement to turn the centcr/margin 
upside down and suggest that even affluent, highly- 
educated, white, English, heterosexual males are at 
times marginalized. 

Obviously, the question arises as to where the 
center stops and the margins begin. The line 
between the two — for so many years a sharp, 
carefuUy delineated line owned and maintained 
by colonizing cultures - has blurred in recent years. 
In some cases, it is a hazy, gray area in which the 
center and margin blend into one another; 
in others, the line seems to have disappeared 
entirely. 

Despite the fact that postcolonialism is heavily 
invested in history - which generally is not 
considered in postmodernist criticism - it never¬ 
theless is part of postmodernism because, like 
postmodernism, it also emphasizes a re-evaluation 
of the text. Both are filled with signs, signifiers, and 
signified. The centre/margin binary, in fact, 
represents the point at which postcolonialism and 
postmodernism meet for this very reason. 
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Chomsky, Avram Noam 

b. 7 December 1928, Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, USA 

As Institute Professor of Linguistics at MIT, where 
he has taught since 1955, Chomsky’s areas of 
scientific research include linguistic theory, syntax, 
semantics, and philosophy of language. As a social 
critic and political activist, Chomsky has published 
numerous books, articles, interviews, and lectures. 
With the publication of Syntactic Structures (1957) 
and Aspects of a Theory of Syntax (1965), Chomsky’s 
work revolutionized the science of linguistics. He 
approached linguistics as a branch of psychology, 
one that examines the functioning of a single 
domain, the language faculty. Through his re¬ 
search, he was led to surprising and controversial 
conclusions about both the capacities of language 
users and the structure of any possible language. 

Chomsky’s theory of language began with an 
empirical problem. He observed that competent 
adult speakers of a language typically understand 
expressions on first hearing, and are able to 
produce novel utterances, that is, to say things 
they have never said before. Thus, ordinary adult 
speakers engage in a highly sophisticated and 
creative use of language. But Chomsky also 
observed that native speakers of a language who 
embody these complex and intricate abilities have 
acquired them at an early age by exposure to 
surprisingly limited, widely varying, and often 
corrupt data. 

In his attempt to explain the gap between the 
small and degenerate quality of data to which a 
young child is exposed, and the complex systematic 
linguistic abilities that arise in the child over an 
extraordinarily short period of time, Chomsky was 
led to “the innateness hypothesis,” the inference 
that human beings must be born with an innate 
capacity to acquire language. Given the remark¬ 
able congruence of linguistic systems among 
speakers of a given language with widely varying 
experiences, together with the observation that 
among different languages there are significant 
constraints on what counts as a properly formu¬ 
lated expression, Chomsky concluded that 
there must be certain grammatical structures, a 
“universal grammar,” that eonstitute an innate 



50 civil society 


knowledge of the general features of any possible 
language. Chomsky goes further in speculating that 
there may, in fact, be other innate faculties of the 
mind that govern moral and aesthetic judgments, 
scientific reasoning, and common sense. Taken 
together, these faculties constitute our fundamental 
human nature. Chomsky’s theory has been extra¬ 
ordinarily influential among linguists and cognitive 
scientists. 

Perceived as yet another form of essentialism, 
there has been much resistance to Chomsky’s 
linguistic theories and their implications among 
poststructuralists. In a weU-known debate pub¬ 
lished in 1974, Chomsky and Foucault found 
themselves often in agreement on political matters 
but consistently at odds on the ontology of human 
nature, with Foucault maintaining that “nothing is 
fundamental.” Chomsky has distanced himself and 
his work, both scientifically and politically, from 
that of Lacan, Derrida, Lyotard, Kristeva, 
Foucault, and others associated with intellectual 
developments in Paris since the 1960s. He 
describes most of the theory advanced by this 
group as obscurantist “pseudo-scientific posturing” 
characterized by an appalling lack of scholarship 
and self-criticism. 

To understand Chomsky’s position with respect 
to postmodernism, it is important to recognize both 
the depth of his commitment to modern scientific 
reasoning and his technical use of the term 
“theory.” On this view, a theory is a model which 
can be used to explain and better understand the 
workings of some aspect of the natural world. The 
principles of the theory must lead, by means of 
valid argument, to conclusions that are informa¬ 
tive, nontrivial, and based on more plausible 
grounds than other competing theories. Further¬ 
more, the theory should be generally understand¬ 
able to anyone (such as Chomsky) who has devoted 
years to the study of science and philosophy. When 
called upon, proponents of the theory should be 
able to give an understandable account of the 
principles and evidence on which the theory is 
based and what it explains that is not already 
obvious. These are standard criteria that aU 
scientific justifications must meet. Deconstruc¬ 
tion and most of what passes as “theory” or 
“postmodern philosophy” fail the test, according to 
Chomsky. Thus, they must be rejected. 


Chomsky is quick to point out that he has no 
real interest in postmodern theories. Based on his 
conversations with Foucault, Lacan, and others, 
and his attempt to read some of the literature, in 
particular Derrida’s Of Grammatology, he has con¬ 
cluded that further engagement is unlikely to be 
rewarding. 

On a more sympathetic note, the fact that 
postmodern theories fail the test of scientific 
acceptability leaves open the possibility that there 
may be other non-scientific criteria that apply. So, 
for example, Chomsky does not consider De- 
leuze’s distinction between science and philoso¬ 
phy. According to Deleuze, science is an attempt to 
offer explanations by means of propositions that 
can be either true or false, whereas philosophy is 
characterized by the creation of concepts that 
enable one to “think differently.” Seen in this way, 
postmodern philosophy would not be subject to the 
same eriteria as science and would escape many of 
the charges leveled by Chomsky. 
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civil society 

The classical notion of “civil society” in theorists 
such as Adam Smith, Hegel, and Marx con- 
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ceptualized tlie sphere of associations and institu¬ 
tions which mediated the relations between 
individual and state. In bourgeois political econ¬ 
omy and philosophy, “civil society” was considered 
a space of freedom and the realization of 
individuality. For Karl Marx, “civU society” came 
to designate the social arrangements which repro¬ 
duced the atomized subject of private property 
upon which base the state superstructure was 
erected as both coercive force and “universalizing” 
mystification which offered an idealized reconcilia¬ 
tion of the contradictions of “civd society.” In the 
neo-Marxism of Antonio Gramsci, “civil society” 
was finally re-understood as an arena in which the 
struggle for “hegemony” (moral and spiritual 
authority in the class struggle) was waged. 

In its post-Marxist formulation, “civU society” 
has been used to theorize the politicization of 
everyday life in the wake of the crisis of the welfare 
state. Post-Marxists argue that this social space 
between the state and economy is actually complex 
and ambivalent and hence not intrinsically “bour¬ 
geois.” In this view, the various rights and powers 
which can be appropriated and extended through¬ 
out “civil society” (such as human rights) are not 
merely mystifications but in fact potentially pro¬ 
gressive elements of democratization. This revalua¬ 
tion of civil society tries to reconcile postmodern 
notions of “difference” with Habermasian notions 
of communicative rationality “Civil society” entails 
a move away from “class” as the central category 
of social theory and revolution as the aim of radical 
politics, and one towards a post-liberal “radical 
democracy” which relies primarily upon the “new 
social movements.” 

As a political category, “civil society” first 
emerged within the early modern polemic against 
“fanaticism,” seen as the attempt to immediately 
realize the “City of God” on earth. The defense of 
civil society is hence a defense of the interplay of 
partial interests as constitutive of the legitimate 
regime. Its reappearance since the mid-1980s is 
hence an attempt to transcend what is taken to be 
the “religious war” of the modern world: capital¬ 
ism versus communism. As such, it serves to 
relegate fundamental transformations in existing 
property forms to the status of an intolerant and 
irrational fanaticism. The question that the resur¬ 
gence of the discourse of “civU soeiety” poses is: 


what is at stake in this stigmatization of “radical¬ 
ism” where reasoning can uncover the roots of 
things and where concerted, conscious action can 
aim at an “uprooting”? 

See also: authority; Habermas, Jurgen; post- 
Marxism 
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Cixous, Helene 

b. 1937, Oran, Algeria 

Writer, critic, and feminist theorist 

Helene Cixous is one of the most widely-read of the 
French theorists of a postmodern feminism of 
sexual difference. At the risk of oversimplifica¬ 
tion, her work can be divided into two categories: 
her straightforwardly literary productions, which 
include plays and experimental fiction, and her 
critical-theoretical writings. Central to aU of her 
work, however, is the attempt to devise an ecriture 
feminine, a feminine writing practice that would 
serve to undermine the phaUocentrism and 
logocentrism of the dominant discursive prac¬ 
tices of western modernist culture. In this attempt, 
Cixous owes much to postmodern philosopher 
Jacques Derrida (1930-) for her conception of 
writing as a practice that instantiates the feminine 
as the privileged site of disruption of the phaUogo- 
centric order. She adopts Derrida’s notion of 
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dijfirarwe as the endless play of differing and 
deferring that both grounds and disrupts the very 
structure of signification, a notion that presupposes 
Derrida’s claim that western metaphysics orders 
reality into hierarchically arranged binary oppo¬ 
sition (with man/woman being the exemplary 
instance), one term of which is always valorized at 
the expense of the other. 

On this understanding, the repressed term of 
each opposition is endowed by virtue of its 
oppression with the power to disrupt the dominant 
term; thus “woman” becomes a privileged site of 
resistance against (masculine) metaphysics. Borrow¬ 
ing from the post-Freudian psychoanalytic theories 
of Jacques Lacan (1901-81), Cixous takes up the 
notion of the unrepresentability of feminine 
jouissance, or sexual pleasure, and argues, as 
does the feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray 
(c.1932-), that it is imperative for women to 
interrogate their own jouissance in order to create 
the possibility of overturning oppressive concep¬ 
tions of identity that historically characterize 
western thought. In her view, women must start 
by asking what feminine jouissance is and where it is 
situated, and then move on to ask, “How can it be 
written?” Cixous sees the feminine as irreducibly 
multiple, fluid, non-hierarchical; but, significantly, 
not bound up with the female, although it remains 
the case that women have more of an interest than 
do men in giving voice to the feminine, as a way of 
disrupting the patriarchal dominance of modernist 
metaphysics. 
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JUDITH L. POXON 

closure of the book 

Closure of the book is a critique of totality and 
fixed meaning associated with the declaration of 
the death of the author. Broadly speaking, the 
closure of the book is an important declaration in 
postmodernity that coincides with both the 
death of the author and a rethinking of the 
traditional conception of meaning in Western 
thought. Three thinkers in partieular have con¬ 
tributed to this concept in complementary ways: 
Jacques Derrida (1930-), Roland Barthes 
(1915-80), and Jean-Franfois Lyotard (1924—98). 
Importantly, the seemingly negative implications of 
death are seen as a positive development in the 
reassessment of signification. 

Chronologically, Derrida begins this critique 
with his 1967 book De la Grammatologie (translated 
and published in English as Of Grammatology, 1976). 
Here he declares, as the first chapter is tided, “The 
End of the Book and the Beginning of Writing,” 
equating the structure of Western thinking with 
both speech and the book, each of which assumes 
closure and totality. The chapter tide itself perhaps 
draws inspiration from “The End of Philosophy 
and the Task of Thinking” by Martin Heidegger 
(1889-1976). For Heidegger, “The end of philoso¬ 
phy is the place, that place in which the whole of 
philosophy’s history is gathered in its most extreme 
possibility. End as completion means this gather¬ 
ing” (1977: 375). What this end announces, then, is 
the completed gathering of one approach, and the 
subsequent opening up of other possibilities, with 
stress upon the plural as opposed to the singular. 

In Of Grammatology Derrida remarks, “this death 
of the book undoubtedly announces... nothing but 
a death of speech (of a so-called full speech) and a 
new mutation in the history of writing” (1976: 8). 
This antagonism between speech and writing 
extends back to Aristotie, and the history that 
unfolds since Aristotie Derrida calls logocentr- 
ism, where logos is associated with the primacy of 
speech overwriting. This death, then, “inaugurates 
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the destruction, not the demolition but the de¬ 
sedimentation, the de-construction, of aU the 
significations that have their source in that of the 
logos” (1976: 10). Finally, he adds, “The idea of the 
book, which always refers to a natural totality, is 
profoundly alien to the sense of writing” (1976: 18). 
What is at issue for Derrida is the so-called fixity of 
meaning privileged by speech, and the polysemy 
associated with writing. 

But with the death of the book declared, what is 
the status of the author? Barthes answers this in the 
title of his essay “The Death of the Author” (first 
pubhshed in 1968), and then addresses the new 
form of writing in “From Work to Text” (first 
published in 1971; both are collected in Image- 
Music—Text], While Barthes’s work is not a direct 
commentary on Derrida, it nonetheless extends the 
critique. His gesture, too, is against the theological 
implications of signification, traditionally embodied 
in both book and author. He writes, “We know 
now that a text is not a line of words releasing a 
single ‘theological’ meaning (the ‘message’ of the 
Author-God) but a multi-dimensional space in 
which a variety of writings, none of them original, 
blend and clash” (1977: 146). After aU, Barthes 
adds, “To give a text an Author is to impose a limit 
on that text, to furnish it with a final signified, to 
close the writing” (1977: 147). Barthes’s use of the 
word “text” in the above passage suggests the 
nature of writing after the end of the book, an 
opposition he addresses in “From Work to Text.” 
Here, the Work has aU the negative implications 
Derrida associated with the Book. “The Text is 
plural. Which is not simply to say that it has several 
meanings,” Barthes writes, “but that it accom¬ 
plishes the very plural of meaning: an irreduci- 
W«...plural” (1977: 159). 

At the end of a 1982 essay tided “Reponse a la 
question: qu’est-ce que le postmoderne,” subse- 
quendy translated and published as “Answering the 
Question: What is Postmodernism” as an appendix 
to The Postmodern Condition, Jean-Fran^ois Lyotard 
declares, “Let us wage a war on totality” (1984: 
82). Extending the work of Derrida and Barthes, 
Lyotard is concerned with the ways in which our 
very narrative structures are determined by a 
desire for totality as demonstrated by history’s 
meta-narratives {grands rkits). Just as Derrida and 
Barthes are skeptical of the ability of language to 


be comprehensive (as Book or Work), so too is 
Lyotard skeptical of narrative’s ability to be 
comprehensive as weU. Indeed, in the Introduction 
to his book, Lyotard says, “I define postmodern as 
incredulity toward meta-narratives” (1984: xxiv). 
This gesture is at the heart of postmodernism, and 
it extends to a revaluation of the traditional 
conception of authority as weU. No longer is the 
author assumed to speak or narrate in a single, 
imivocal voice. 

While modernism may have assumed the 
possibility of a last word and of language as a 
closed system, postmodernism defies this, suggest¬ 
ing that every word and every text is not even the 
first word, but just one in a string of potentiaUy 
endless possibilities. In effect, the death of the 
author and the closure of the book refer to the end 
of the presumption of totality and the belief in 
meaning as a closed and fixed system, where 
plurality is preferred over singularity, and in which 
meaning is always already deferred, making closure 
impossible. 
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code 

Codes are signs or systems of signs used to 
articulate specific textual or cultural referents. 
Where early semioticians asked what codes sig¬ 
nified, poststructuralist thinkers investigate how 
codes operate in a world supersaturated with 
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signifiers. Roland Barthes’s influential theory of 
five major codes (hermeneutic, semic, symbolic, 
proairetic, and cultural) under which all textual 
signifiers can be grouped has largely been super¬ 
seded by Jean Baudrillard’s assertion that the 
ubiqmtous representation and commodification of 
objects strips signifiers of their specificity, leaving 
only a conglomeration of codes which self-adjust 
according to social fashion. The emergence of such 
“pure signs,” signifying without representing, leads 
BaudriUard to assert that progressive codification in 
a consumerist society leads to “slow death”; the 
disintegration of symbolic exchange. 

See also: signifying practice; simulacrum 
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communication studies 

Communication studies is a multifaceted discipline 
concerned with the study of the production, 
transmission and consumption of meanings via 
diverse media (oral, print, broadcast, film, compu¬ 
ter networks) in an array of contexts (interpersonal, 
racial, cultural, political, organizational, interna¬ 
tional). Communication is thus an interdisciplinary 
field that embraces a variety of approaches and 
methodologies from both the social sciences and 
the humanities. The field has historical roots in 
several disciplines (notably journalism, speech and 
drama, rhetoric and composition, psychology and 
sociology). Postmodernism has been both poorly 
theorized and heavily criticized in communication 
studies scholarship. In the 1990s, however, some 
communication scholars began to engage seriously 
with postmodernist theory, suggesting, among 
other things, that a postmodern communication 
studies would lend itself to the critical project of 
mitigating social inequities. 


Ferment and fragmentation 

Attempts to identify commonalities within commu¬ 
nication studies have floundered due to its diverse 
background. A reader in search of irony might 
argue that the structure of the field reflects a post¬ 
modern turn. In Communication Theory: Epistemologi¬ 
cal Foundations (1996) James Anderson considered 
the contents of seven communication theory text¬ 
books and identified 249 distinct “theories” within 
them. Just 22 percent of the theories appeared in 
more than one of the seven books, and only 7 
percent of the theories were included in more than 
three books. Because the discipline is so fragmen¬ 
ted, attempts to describe the history of the field are 
inevitably partial. Different historical narratives 
and different “dominant paradigms” are regularly 
constructed and deconstructed by scholars eager to 
assert a paradigm of their own. This lack of unity 
across the field has even caused some scholars to 
question the future of the discipline. Some theor¬ 
ists have called for a more all-encompassing theory 
of communication, while others argue that com¬ 
munication scholars must organize around the 
term “communication” rather than the field as it 
has developed historically. However, such calls do 
not resolve the very real philosophical ambiguities 
in the term “communication,” nor do such calls 
resolve the divide between scholars who embrace 
empirical research methods and those who favor 
interpretive or ethnographic methods. Meanwhile, 
the discipline became increasingly fragmented 
throughout the 1980s and 1990s with several 
new divisions and interest groups emerging within 
its leading national and international organiza¬ 
tions. Journals have increased in number while 
readership for most of them seems to have de¬ 
clined. Yet fragmentation in the discipline does 
not seem to have hurt the popularity of the field 
as degrees in communication have gained consid¬ 
erable popularity among both undergraduates and 
graduate students in recent years. 

Communication studies and postmodernism 

The term “postmodernism” enters the discipline 
in the late 1980s. The International Encyclopedia 
of Communications (1989) contains no entry for the 
term. Communication Abstracts documents no 
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references to the term until 1990, although in 1988 
a special issue of the journal Communication was 
devoted to the topic. Since the late 1980s there has 
been a steady increase in references to postmo¬ 
dernism in several communication journals. The 
Alan Sokal hoax and publication of Frederick 
Corey and Thomas Nakayama’s 1997 “Sextext” 
article in Text and Performance Quarterly (17: 58-68) 
both incited much debate about the merits of 
postmodernist scholarship, including special con¬ 
ference panels, publications and online debate. 
Beyond a superficial level, however, there has been 
very little consistent use of the term “postmodern¬ 
ism” in communication studies, and the quality of 
scholarship using the term varies considerably. 
Scholars seem to share an interest in a “new” kind 
of scholarship that would respond to the “post¬ 
modernist age” or the “postmodern condition,” yet 
there is litde agreement about what such post¬ 
modern communication scholarship would look 
like. In addition, although many scholars are 
critical of meta-narratives and totalizing discourses 
within the discipline, different meta-narratives are 
regularly identified. 

Nevertheless, there are several commonalities in 
work by communication scholars concerned with 
postmodernism. First, there is a reasonably con¬ 
sistent citation of a limited number of scholars. 
Baudrillard, Buder, Deleuze, Derrida, Fou¬ 
cault, Gadamer, Laclau and Mouffe, and 
Lyotard are among those most regularly asso¬ 
ciated with the term. Second, most serious 
engagements with postmodernism are of a theore¬ 
tical nature, usually concerned with gauging its 
value (or lack thereof) as a scholarly approach to 
communication. In fact, the often heated debates 
between proponents and critics of postmodernism 
account for the bulk of the articles in communica¬ 
tion studies. Most of these communication articles 
devoted to a discussion of postmodernism are 
critical of the approach. Despite the fragmented 
state of the discipline, then, there is nonetheless 
putative agreement among scholars that postmo¬ 
dern theory lacks substantive value for the field. 
Indeed, scholars working from diverse methodolo¬ 
gical, theoretical, and political perspectives seem 
almost unified in their rejection of postmodernism. 
Third, while examples are often used to illustrate a 
particular aspect of postmodernism, scholars rarely 


instigate sustained analyses of communication 
phenomena. A fourth commonality is that almost 
aU attempts to link postmodernism to communica¬ 
tion have adopted a political stance with most 
proponents offering postmodernist theory as a 
technique that will enhance inequities of race, 
gender, sexuality, class and other categories of 
difference. 

Given the considerable ambiguity surrounding 
the term “postmodernism” and the many criti¬ 
cisms of postmodern theory, it would be misleading 
to conclude that there is a discernible postmodern 
“subfield” within the discipline of communication 
studies. However, in the face of myriad criticisms, 
several scholars have attempted to defend and 
elaborate a postmodern approach to communica¬ 
tion, and the rest of this entry will consider those 
arguments. 

Postmodern communication studies 

Mumby (1997) engages seriously with criticisms of 
postmodernism while also attempting to delineate 
the usefulness of postmodernism to communication 
studies. Mumby insists on the fundamental “(im)- 
possibility of communication.” This claim com¬ 
prises the most contentious aspect of 
postmodernism for communication scholars be¬ 
cause it appears to undermine the status of the 
discipline. As Mumby explains, however, postmo¬ 
dern communication studies is concerned less with 
the impossibility of communication than with 
exploring the complexity of communication re¬ 
vealed by alternative readings and misunderstand¬ 
ings which occur between an intended message 
and a socially situated and discursively constructed 
recipient. This theoretical claim has a long history 
in communication. Work on “fan” subcultures, 
such as Henry Jenkins’s study of Star Trek fans in 
Textual Poachers (1992), have offered ethnographic 
support for the creative “poaching” of texts among 
different interpretive communities. Moreover, cog¬ 
nitive approaches to communication have revealed 
significant differences between the researcher’s 
understanding of the message and the “mental 
model” that the receiver of the message constructs 
at the moment of reception. In addition, there is 
a long history of media reception studies in mass 
communication research which demonstrates 
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distinct responses to messages resulting from 
differences in group membership. A sustained 
criticism of this aspect of postmodernism, foimd 
particularly among critical communication scho¬ 
lars, is that postmodernism adopts a “celebratory” 
stance toward decoding (see Harms and Dickens 
1996). Postmodernists, they argue, overemphasize 
the consumer’s ability to subvert dominant ideolo¬ 
gical intent, thus producing an endless supply of 
politically progressive readings and functioning as 
an apologist for “liberal pluralism.” This debate 
shows no sign of waning, although Jameson’s 
writings on postmodernism and mass media (most 
notably his concern for “historicity”) may provide 
correctives to what critical and cultural studies 
scholars like John Fiske and Stuart HaU find 
lacking in BaudriUard’s approach. Nevertheless, it 
is BaudriUard’s postmodern theories of simula¬ 
tion and hyperreality that are most commonly 
invoked and criticized by communication scholars. 
When considered closely, resistance to dominant 
messages may be far less common than some 
postmodernist scholarship suggests, and statistically 
marginal readings should not be viewed as 
necessarily progressive. 

Subjectless communication 

To be sure, meanings vary among members of 
different interpretive communities, yet there is a 
more controversial idea behind the idea that 
“communication is (im)possible.” As Chang 
(1996) develops the phrase, “there are only 
contexts, an infinite number of contexts, without 
any center of absolute anchoring” (1996; 200). 
Chang insists that no discourse has privileged 
access to the Truth and that endless semiosis is 
always at stake in communication. While post¬ 
modernists might be able to reveal the assumptions 
underlying a particular discourse, their own 
approaches can not be free of anchoring assump¬ 
tions. It is this anti-essentialist approach to 
communication which so many communication 
scholars find unpalatable. Postmodernists would no 
doubt dismiss such a reaction as governed by a 
desire to rescue particular epistemic categories 
from the morass of alternative interpretations. 
Indeed, critical scholars are usually explicit about 
this, condemning postmodernism for its lack of 


political vigor and its disempowering self-reflex- 
ivity. If no interpretations are privileged, critical 
scholars ask, why struggle for any interpretation? 
Responding to such criticisms, Mumby argues that 
postmodernism does not amount to a complete 
relativism, but retains a politics which is able to 
describe the “complex articulated systems of 
discourse within which people are always situated” 
(1997: 21). Mumby suggests that a postmodernist 
communication “speak to social and political 
inequities and the situation of the disenfranchised 
while at the same time developing sophisticated 
and nuanced communication conceptions of the 
relations among meaning, identity, and power” 
(1997: 3). Postmodernism asks “whose interests are 
served (and not served) by the privileging of some 
constructions over others” (1997: 22). Ross (1988) 
has made a similar claim, arguing that, while no 
politics can be free of totalizing assumptions, it can 
nevertheless “recognize that moments of identity 
are historically effective” (1988: 253). Within such 
a theoretical context, essentialist categories, like 
race, gender, and class should be viewed as useful 
political performances, but it is a mistake, even 
dangerous, to believe that such categories are 
anything more than constituted in discursive 
interactions. 

Such arguments are also heavily contested 
within communication studies. For some it seems 
self-contradictory to deny meta-narratives for 
others while at the same time constructing new 
political meta-narratives for oneself. Mumby’s 
response to this claim about the politics of 
postmodern theory seems to be that postmodern¬ 
ism should be viewed as a “discourse of vulner¬ 
ability” (1997: 14) which has “given up the 
authority game” in favor of a continually self- 
critical method. There is, of course, a positive 
aspect to this idea, since essentialist discourses often 
lead to various forms of censorship and violence. 
However, some scholars contest whether postmo¬ 
dernism is as “vulnerable” as Mumby suggests, 
viewing it as a genre of theoretical writing that is 
impervious to intellectual critique. Moreover, such 
scholars point out that empirical research methods 
are already designed with “vulnerability” in mind. 
For example, making research methods and 
findings public so that results can be replicated 
and research assumptions contested is, they 
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respond, a better way to “give up the authority 
game.” Moreover, accepting the idea of a mind- 
independent reality which can negatively disprove 
theory does not force scholars into accepting an 
essentialist theory of reality, but it does provide an 
intersubjective mechanism for resolving opposing 
truth claims. Without such a mechanism various 
forms of violence are the only tools remaining to 
setde disputes between interpretive commimities. 
This debate is ongoing, but further specification is 
required if postmodernism is going to be able to 
successfully answer these multiple criticisms. 

A different perspective 

There are important insights to be gained from the 
idea of the “(im)possibility of communication,” 
since this non-essentialist relationship between 
subjectivity and communication represents a very 
different way to approach communication studies. 
John Stewart (1991) has concluded that postmo¬ 
dern thinking questions four central postulates of 
traditional communication models. The symbol 
postulate (the idea that communication involves 
transmission and reception of symbols) is ques¬ 
tioned because postmodern scholars view language 
as “a social event in which interlocutors negotiate 
co-constituted worlds” (1991: 364). The encoding 
postulate (the idea that an individual can convert a 
cognition into a code by which it may be 
represented to others) is also questioned because 
“from a postmodernist perspective, the encoding 
postulate’s view of the subject reflects a naive 
commitment to the Enlightenment belief in an 
autonomous cogito” (1991: 366). The interactional 
postulate (the idea that communication is transac¬ 
tional) is hesitandy supported by postmodernist 
thinking as long as “transactional” implies that 
meaning emerges in the process of communication 
rather than as a simple passing of meaning from 
one to another. Finally, the fidelity postulate (the 
idea that communication can be considered in 
terms of a “fit” between sender and receiver’s 
communication) is questioned on several counts. 
First, communication analysis reveals that commu¬ 
nication goals can be vague or deceptive and can 
change iteratively, so that any “fit” is always being 
renegotiated in the process of communication. 
Second, truth claims and validity mechanisms are 


often dependent on contextually specific criteria 
which are also co-constituted. Stewart’s insightful 
consideration views the postmodern approach as 
an elaboration of the interactional approach to 
communication proposed in Watzlawick, Beavin 
and Jackson’s 1967 study Pragmatics of Human 
Communication: A Study of Interactive Patterns, Pathologies 
and Paradoxes. Stewart’s more recent theory of 
“articulate contact” has continued to develop these 
ideas in more detail (see Stewart 1996). 

Postmodernism offers an intriguing shift of focus 
away from the idea that communication is for self- 
expression tow'ard the idea that communication is 
self-constitutive. Placing endless semiosis at the 
edge of subjectivity allows scholars to consider 
communication as involving a motivational drive 
for identity. This insight remains provocative and 
suggests a new way that scholars might gain access 
to the interactional nature of communication. 
Postmodernism offers provisional explanations for 
a communication phenomenon such as homophyly 
(the idea that, over time, communicators gravitate 
towards people who share their own background, 
attitudes and values). Postmodernism also speaks to 
the remarkable difficulty psychologists have had 
trying secure empirical support for the existence of 
a cross-situational self This being said, postmo¬ 
dernism remains an under-specified approach to 
communication. Communication scholars might 
explore, for instance, whether self-reflexivity can be 
explained by the degree of agreement within one’s 
interpretive community, or examine dispositional 
or situational constraints upon self-reflexivity. 
These meager attempts to specify aspects of 
discursive constraint into testable empirical propo¬ 
sitions are viewed by some as undermining the 
value of postmodernism to communication. For 
others, it is the only way postmodernism can be 
useful to the discipline. Whether or not a 
postmodern communication studies will be realized 
therefore remains to be seen. 
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community 

At first glance, the word community signifies those 
elements that are held in common among people. 
However, postmodernism has been more interested 
in marking the negative aspects of community; 
specifically how community does not mark com¬ 
monality but difference, and in its most negative 
sense. Instead of examining community in terms of 


inclusion, it examines it in terms of exclusion, not 
to valorize this state of things, but to mark its 
existence. Indeed, the tides of recent studies on 
community demonstrate this preoccupation, and it 
is not uncommon for them to remark on the end of 
community. 

Much of the current writing on community can 
be seen as developing comments on this topic by 
Georges Bataille, especially as reflected in his 
specific experience with community in the 1930s 
and 1940s. Bataille was the founder and member of 
several communities in the 1930s, one notable 
group being the College of Sociology. In a defining 
essay tided “Sacred Sociology,” Bataille posited 
two basic types of communities, traditional and 
elective, suggesting that the elective works to satisfy 
aU the hopes and desires that the traditional 
cannot. Importantiy, Bataille suggested that the 
traditional is intractable, but that the elective is to 
work to satisfy the needs and desires the traditional 
leaves unfulfilled. The two work against each other 
in a dialectical fashion, the negativity of the elective 
always being seen as positive in Bataille. Subse¬ 
quent postmodern thinkers, consciously or not, 
reflect this basic communal structure. 

It may be most apt to suggest that our current 
moment is concerned with how unbearably 
intractable the traditional has become. This 
concentration has taken the form of considering 
the relationship to the Other. Indeed, in The 
Unavowable Community, Blanchot declares that the 
ethics of community has to do with “an infinite 
attention to the Other” (1988: 43). The challenge is 
to act ethically outside of the limiting prescriptions 
of traditional community. For Giorgio Agamben, in 
The Coming Community (1993), our actions must then 
respond not to prescribed actions but to the void of 
such prescriptions. Recalling Bataille, traditional 
community works toward a homogenous ordering 
of actions, naturally suppressing difference. The 
elective community, however, marked by its con¬ 
stant singularity, recognizes the need for this 
ordering to be heterogeneous. Jean-Luc Nancy 
addresses this fear of the homogeneous in The 
Inoperative Community. In rather strong language, 
Nancy suggests that “if we do not face up to such 
questions, the political will soon desert us com¬ 
pletely, if it has not already done so. It will abandon 
us to political and technological commrmities, if it 
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has not already done so. And this will be the end of 
our communities, if this has not yet come about” 
(1991: xH). 
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comparative literature 

Introduction 

Postmodern comparative literature examines and 
interrogates the foundational concepts of literature, 
art, and cultural texts. While specifically high¬ 
lighting problems with translation, disciplinary 
boundaries, and norms of reading and writing, it 
also challenges definitions of literature and the arts 
in the context of media technologies. On the one 
hand, postmodern approaches often emerged from 
within the institutional home of comparative 
literature programs and departments. On the other 
hand, postmodern theory often has an uneasy 
relationship with these institutional homes because 


it seeks to challenge the foundation of a supposedly 
imiversal basis from which to compare different 
national literatures. In that sense, scholars often 
consider this theoretical approach as unkeimlich or 
“strange” within the home department. Compara- 
tists confront this uncanny theory as either a 
problem to control or as a generative locus to 
cultivate. 

The historical development of this continuing 
tension began in the late 1940s with the efforts to 
found comparative literature departments and 
programs in the United States. The “productive 
anxiety” increased in the 1970s and 1980s as 
postmodernist theories both fueled the growth and 
importance of comparative literature programs 
and threatened their traditional foundation and 
goals. Later, the conflict shifted to questions about 
infrastructure. Universities scaled back resources 
for comparative literature in favor of interdisci¬ 
plinary programs in new media texts and in areas 
like postcolonial or gay and lesbian studies. 
Inevitably, postmodernism found its way through¬ 
out the humanities, into the social sciences, and 
began appearing as an element within a number of 
new scientific disciplines. 

At the dawn of the new century, the discipline of 
comparative literature clearly will continue to 
change, perhaps into a new unrecognizable form, 
precisely because of postmodernism. Many aca¬ 
demics consider the discipline’s rise in popularity 
and its more recent decline, or transformation, as a 
direct result of its engagement with postmodernist 
theory. Others see the transformations underway as 
a result of postmodern economics and culture, 
especially the increasing importance of networked 
media versus singular texts. 

Because comparative literature is both an 
institutional entity as well as a contested disciplin¬ 
ary method, its relationship with postmodernism is 
very often about infrastructure, institutional 
boundaries, and interdisciplinary batties or con¬ 
junctions. To appreciate this relationship, one 
needs to examine not just abstract ideas, but the 
people and institutions involved in implementing 
these theories. That is, in terms of postmodernism’s 
importance for comparative literature, the usually 
marginalized discussions of institutional issues 
become crucial, and scholars in comparative 
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literature often address the theoretical implications 
for institutional conflicts and confrontations. 

History 

The modern era of comparative literature emerged 
in 1949 when Rene WeUek called for the formation 
of departments dedicated to this type of study. He 
built his conception of a modern comparative 
literature by rejecting the study of individual 
national literatures in the modern languages, 
arguing that Immanuel Kant offered a philosophi¬ 
cal basis for a universal basis to judge the aesthetics 
of literature across national boundaries. Implicit in 
WeUek’s argument, and in the formation of new 
departments, was that literature be defined in 
terms of the Occident and exclude both other 
literatures and broader definitions of texts. 

This initial use of the phrase “comparative 
literature” in the United States intended to borrow 
the spirit of the German model of vergkkhmde 
Literaturwissenschaft and its connotations of a science 
of literature. Theory became crucial to this 
formation as scholars looked for an appropriate 
universal basis from which to examine literature. In 
some ways, this model was opposed to the French 
model of litterature comparee and its connotations of 
compared literature rather than a disciplinary 
science of literature. In Britain, the program tides 
Comparative Literature and Humanities are often 
used interchangeably, but when programs adopt 
the former phrase, they usually depended on the 
universal theory model. Initially, modern compara¬ 
tive literature pushed against the previous ap¬ 
proaches to literature that included studies of 
influence, genre, theme, aesthetic movements and 
periods, history of ideas, and a glance at the history 
of criticism. The primary task for comparatists was 
historical. The modern movement wanted to 
challenge this approach as well as look for a way 
to avoid studying national literatures as distinct and 
separate from each other. 

Through the 1950s and 1960s, departments at 
Harvard and Yale dominated the scene in 
America. Later, the so-called Yale School would 
challenge the older literary science models, includ¬ 
ing narratology, formalism, and structuralism. In 
general, modern comparative literature attempted 
to understand literature as a work of art rather 


than a symptomatic representation of a national or 
biographical history. The search for methods that 
could be applied to literature in general, and to the 
literariness and textuality of literature, led scholars 
to theory. Furthermore, the interest in theory 
concerned an infrastructural problem for the new 
discipline. If students studied a wide variety of 
literary works, it was soon clear that no single 
canon could accommodate all areas of study. As 
modern comparative literature grew, students 
looked for common ground. Given the difference 
among literary and critical texts, a general theory 
became necessary. 

By the late 1960s, theoretical concerns pervaded 
the discipline, reflected in the rise of meta-critical 
scholarship. StiU, Harry Levin, for example, spoke 
for many scholars in the discipline when he 
confessed that he was less concerned with talking 
about comparative literature than with comparing 
literary texts. By the late 1970s, the two concerns 
were imbricated one upon the other because 
scholars, especially those interested in postmodern¬ 
ism, had exposed that what it means to compare 
texts depends on what comparative literature 
means in general. 

Postmodernism shifted the value of comparative 
literature toward an exposure of the aporias in 
writing including critical writing. If WeUek based 
his foundation of a new discipline on Kant’s 
aesthetics, then Samuel Weber, and later others, 
began to notice problems with even this philoso¬ 
phical basis. Weber noted that no actual aesthetic 
realm exists as an objective principle of taste in 
Kant’s philosophy, precisely because, for Kant, 
aesthetics is the absolutely specific. Postmodern 
theory not only aUowed for the absolutely specific 
but also suggested ways to theorize literariness 
from the absolutely specific rather than from 
universal general norms. 

In addition to the problems presented by a 
general theory of Uterature, scholars also sought to 
expand the scope of comparative literature. Wlad 
Godzich was one of the scholars who caUed for a 
broadening of the discipline to include “litera¬ 
tures,” with the plural form meant to indicate both 
non-European literatures and other marginalized 
texts. Soon comparative Uterature became a locus 
for new areas of study including multiculturalism, 
cultural studies, queer theory, and post-colonial 
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literature. Even within national literatures, com- 
paratists, like Shoshaiia Felman, found minority 
literatures and “minor literatures” with which to 
challenge the notion of a singular model of 
Literature. For example, Edward Said and Gayatri 
Spivak introduced postcolonial strategies, later 
popularized throughout the humanities, as new 
strategies for comparatists. Another expansion 
involved new types of texts. If no singular model 
of Literature exists, then other forms, like video 
and electronic texts, were equally legitimate. 
Fredric Jameson refers to experimental video as 
the epitome of a postmodern cultural practice, and 
Greg Ulmer and George Landow discusses elec¬ 
tronic media as heightening or stressing particular 
postmodern effects. Avital RoneU showed the 
interplay among literary texts, telephonic struc¬ 
tures, and philosophical assumptions. These and 
many other scholars examined new types of texts in 
the context of a comparatist approach. 

With the challenging of a universal appreciation 
and definition of literature, the theoretical implica¬ 
tions also became apparent. In addition, compara¬ 
tive literature began to consider how models of 
literary comprehension related to models of 
subjectivity and language in general. The names 
synonymous with postmodernism were all initially 
discussed in comparative literature programs. Any 
list limited to French scholars would likely include 
Helene Cixous, GiUes Deleuze, Jacques Der¬ 
rida, Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva, Jacques 
Lacan, Roland Barthes, and Jean-Franpois 
Lyotard. These scholars directed attention at the 
theoretical foundation of a science of literature and 
fueled the meta-disciplinar)' debates already en¬ 
gaged within the discipline. As an ironic indication 
of the shift in comparative literature, many of these 
theorists were connected with the WeUek Library at 
the University of California at Irvine. 

In the United States, a productive enthusiasm 
encouraged many new comparative literature 
journals to begin, including diacritics, Enclitic, Sub- 
Stance, and others. These journals explicitly en¬ 
gaged in the changing discipline. They also marked 
an institutional shift away from previous centers to 
a larger network of departments at Berkeley, 
Brown, Cornell, Minnesota, Wisconsin, and others 
throughout America. In Britain, these same 
debates about the theoretical underpinnings of 


literary study led to the public controversy 
surrounding the dismissal of Colin McCabe from 
Cambridge University and Raymond Williams’s 
futile defense of his colleague. 

The debate raged around three general areas: 
the notion of a universal theory of literary 
comprehension, the clear separation between 
literary language and scholarly description, and 
the previous agreement about an appropriate 
canon. Against the notion of universal norms of 
reading, even those norms that directed close 
readings, the postmodern theories countered with 
the problem of diverse identifications, reading 
practices, and social contexts of reception. The 
notion of a universally correct form of reading - 
close readings, for example - became suspect 
because it effaced other possibilities. Problems with 
contingencies of translation, the structure of 
language, and social identity of readers and writers 
led postmodern scholars to express an ambivalence 
toward theories that promised a progress toward 
true understanding of literature. 

In terms of the examination of reading in 
comparative literature, Paul de Man’s influential 
work expanded the field, and influenced scholars 
like Barbara Johnson, to examine the whole 
concept of aesthetics and to expose the discipline’s 
delusions. His work, specifically one somewhat 
anti-Semitic editorial for a collaborationist news¬ 
paper during the Second World War, not only 
besmirched his own reputation but also made 
postmodern theory a target of those arguing that 
the endless meta-critical examinations led to a 
politically pernicious solipsism, de Man’s previous 
affiliations were evidence of the problems with 
Derrida’s theoretical work, in spite of the fact that 
Derrida was himself a persecuted Jew during the 
war and that his work often referred direcdy to a 
Judaic tradition. The critics claimed that Derrida’s 
philosophical attitude allowed him to be duped by 
de Man. 

Another aspect of the use of postmodernism in 
comparative literature was the widespread interest 
in interrogating the boundaries between literary 
aesthetics and scholarly distance. If these bound¬ 
aries were far from scientific certainty, then 
alternative strategies of scholarship could highlight 
previously effaced aspects of reading and literature. 
While they would not lead to a clear and simple 
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truth about literature, they would allow for less 
totalizing responses. The strategies included irony, 
pastiche, parody, and an interest in the play of 
surface structures. This aspect of postmodernism 
was, predictably, bitterly dismissed and attacked by 
those supporting the literary science model. 
Geoffrey Hartman (1929-) was among those who 
called for alternative approaches to scholarly 
presentation, and Ihab Hassan forcefully chal¬ 
lenged the notion of a disinterested critic. Hassan 
explicitiy called for new approaches in comparative 
literature that employed coUage, montage, silence, 
and action. He cited Surrealism as a possible 
model. Ulmer and others connected postmodern 
theory to other experimental approaches, including 
“applied grammatology.” 

Finally, the boundaries between elite cultural 
production and popular culture became particu¬ 
larly important and contentious, precisely because 
this discipline usually focused on the classic works 
of European literature rather than either world 
literatures or non-canonical texts. This last interest 
opened a floodgate for new areas of study that 
eventually led to other disciplines and new 
programs adopting aspects of postmodernism, 
especially demonstrated in the works of Donna 
Haraway, Barbara Hernstein Smith and Mark 
Taylor. 

Throughout the 1980s, the antagonism toward 
theory became stronger and comparatists suffered 
from these attacks, especially from those claiming 
that postmodernism was irresponsibly apolitical 
or even suggested a resistance to progressive poli¬ 
tical change whether from the left or right. The 
challenge to a universal science of literature was 
interpreted as a solipsistic impasse to creating uni¬ 
versal political projects. Ultimately, the issue was 
not the importance of a progressive politics, but 
the question of how to translate a progressive po¬ 
litical agenda into comparatist curriculums. 

Mary Russo exposed how these theoretical 
debates were often translated into decisions about 
infrastructure. She discussed two controversial 
reappointment cases at Hampshire College, well- 
known for its openness to experimentation. 
The cases depended on theoretical definitions 
of comparative literature and conflicts over 
disciplinary boundaries. She opened the door for 
appreciating the institutional and infrastructural 


conflicts in terms of arguments about theory. The 
cases brought into public view a tension between 
those who sought to dictate progressive curriculum 
through the selection of particular types of authors 
and comparatists (that is, those who sought to 
include specific texts in curricula in order to 
institute new universal norms) who taught litera¬ 
ture as models. 

The expansion of the literary domain also led to 
types of film theory emerging from the conjuncture 
of comparative literature and postmodern theory. 
Tom Conley, Mary Ann Doane, Robert Ray, Kaja 
Silverman, and Dudley Andrew sought in very 
different ways to locate junctures between film 
theory and comparatist approaches. Film studies 
programs housed in Comparative Literature de¬ 
partments helped to define the particularly inter¬ 
national and postmodern quality of contemporary 
film theory. 

In the mid-1990s, comparative literature as an 
institutional entity was clearly under siege. Charles 
Bernheimer introduced the problem in infrastruc¬ 
tural terms as a crisis in the job market for 
comparative literature students. He viewed the 
current problems as part of the discipline’s 
tradition that finds itself in perpetual crisis. 
Significantly, Bernheimer saw the tensions optimis¬ 
tically as creating a productive anxiety. The same 
generative possibilities that fueled the enthusiasm 
for postmodern theory might also produce new 
configurations of comparative literature now con¬ 
fronting the expansion of the field to include 
multiculturalism and alternative texts. Marjorie 
Perloff noted that a problem continuing to haunt 
this expansion is that scholars focus on cultural 
politics at the expense of expanding the very notion 
of textuality and the literary text. 

The pessimistic view of postmodernism was per¬ 
haps more prevalent. For example, in a meeting 
with administrators at the University of Pennsylva¬ 
nia, LiHiane Weissberg, the chair of the Compara¬ 
tive Literature program at that university, 
bemoaned the fact that a proposed program in film 
studies (with a strong comparative dimension) 
would inevitably draw students and funds away 
from comparative literature. This type of program 
would also set a precedent for future programs 
seeking to expand disciplinary boundaries to in¬ 
clude multimedia. These programs might compare 
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narratives across the borders of print, electronics, 
performance, and other media. With few jobs 
available in comparative literature, it seems fitting 
that Weissberg, a Germanist, read the writing on 
the wall, as she seemed to echo Hegel’s comment 
that “the birth of children is the death of parents.” 

Postmodernism has a continuing uneasy rela¬ 
tionship with comparative literature. In large part, 
postmodernism has grown from the institutional 
home base of comparative literature; in fact, some 
critics might argue that it is a child of comparative 
literature’s popularization of theory in American 
universities. However, it now threatens to de-center 
comparative literature’s importance as postmo¬ 
dernism inevitably justifies different disciplinary 
conjunctions beyond those contained in even the 
most elastic comparative literature programs. 
Those who continue to see postmodernism as a 
threat will certainly continue to win many local 
battles, but the fate of this supposed war was 
decided long ago against those that cling to a 
Literatunvissenschaft. For those who appreciate post¬ 
modernism’s contributions, comparative literature 
may once again function as a locus for innovation 
in the humanities. 
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composition studies 

While instruction in writing is as old as the West 
itself, dating back to the Greeks and partly 


comprising what is called rhetoric, the term 
composition studies designates that most contem¬ 
porary, mostly North American, academic disci¬ 
pline committed to the study of writing. Initially 
associated with composition courses in the Amer¬ 
ican university and the public schools, the 
discipline of composition studies since its emer¬ 
gence in the late 1960s and early 1970s has grown 
beyond the confines and concerns of these educa¬ 
tional institutions, becoming increasingly interested 
in writing in non-academic settings. Composition 
studies has a complex and uneven relationship with 
postmodernism. In some respects, composition 
studies was an early effect of postmodern tliought 
and context; in other ways, composition has only 
fuUy encountered postmodernism in the 1990s. If 
the postmodern can be termed a disorder effect, 
then paradoxically composition studies was more 
postmodern in its early disciplinary formation in 
the 1970s than it is as an accepted and established 
discipline in the twenty-first century. 

Composition studies attends to the production, 
contexts, functions, media, and effects of writing, 
broadly construed. Composition studies encom¬ 
passes practices, scholarship, and policy studies in 
specializations that include composing processes; 
creative process, invention, pre-writing; basic 
writing; standard and non-standard dialect in 
writing; differences between oralities and literacies; 
error; composition theory; writing pedagogy and 
curriculum; writing assessment and evaluation; 
writing centers; technologies, computers and writ¬ 
ing; writing across the curriculum (WAC); writing 
in the professions; writing program administration 
(WTA); and writing and public policy. From its 
inception, composition studies has been methodo¬ 
logically multi-modal, turning to literary linguistic, 
and rhetorical analyses, historical studies, philoso¬ 
phical and theoretical method, case studies, 
experimental and quasi-experimental methodolo¬ 
gies, cognitive process protocols, reflective practice, 
teacher research, and ethnographic approaches to 
study writing. 

After thirty years of investigation, some con¬ 
sensus exists in the field regarding the following 
precepts. Written communication can be effectively 
taught and learned. Individual writing develop¬ 
ment is relatively slow. Composing is a set of 
laminated processes. Process means aU those 
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events, individual and social, conscious and 
unconscious, linguistic and nonlinguistic, that 
occur previous to, during, and after writing, that 
shape written texts. Texts can be improved by 
early, rather than late intervention in process, by 
consistent use of heuristics and reflective prac¬ 
tices, and by an understanding of comparative 
process. Errors are often logical, often hypercor¬ 
rective, and, for any individual writer, fall into a 
limited number of regularly recurring patterns. 
Composing processes are plural, recursive, dy¬ 
namic, nonrepeatable, socially situated and con¬ 
stituted. Social processes like discourse 
communities - social associations whose mem¬ 
bers identify with a common set of language 
genres, norms, conventions — have important 
effects on both writing processes and products. 
Much writing is multi-authored and collabora¬ 
tive. Most writing occurs in nonacademic settings 
such as government, business, science, and is key 
in constituting and reproducing such organiza¬ 
tions. 

That said, composition studies is postmodern in 
at least four ways. 

Disciplinary formation and location in time and 
space 

Composition studies has arisen in a strange 
institutional space between humanities scholarship 
funneled into the discipline through rhetoric, 
English, and literary studies, and social science 
research funneled into the discipline through 
education and English education. In the 1970s, 
composition studies tended to draw from research 
in psychology and linguistics (see Chomsky), 
while compositionists attracted to social science 
method in the 1980s and 1990s have borrowed 
from anthropology. From the start, however, 
there have been deep, abiding divisions between 
the advocates of the methods of the humanities 
versus those of social sciences. One of the few 
things such partisans have agreed on is a shared 
critique of modernist reading practices prevalent in 
English studies in the 1960s and 1970s. Composi¬ 
tionists have long argued the total inadequacy of 
such formalist reading practices in describing, 
accounting for, or improving student writing. To 
the extent that postmodernism is a disorder effect. 


composition studies in its earliest formation was 
postmodern, disordering the tidy house of English 
and its hegemonic literary humanism. Ironically, as 
composition studies shifted from the status of an 
outlaw social formation wdthin English, to achiev¬ 
ing relative disciplinary independence in the 1980s, 
this “institutional” postmodernity has largely 
declined. 

Composition studies achieved disciplinary status 
when three conditions were met around 1980. 
First, the material basis of composition was assured 
by the establishment of positions for graduates of 
the newly created Ph.D. programs in composition 
and rhetoric, matched with the exponential growth 
of new journals specializing in studies of writing. 
Second, a critical mass of six practices were 
sufficiendy established with keywords so that 
disputes between incipient schools could be 
articulated. This set of six practices included 
writing practices (freewriting, journals, peer re¬ 
view), teaching practices (group processing, con¬ 
ferencing, instruction in formal heuristics such as 
tagmemics, a procedure for discovering materials 
in writing by the systematic shifting of interpretive 
frames), curricular practices (waiting program 
administration, writing across the curriculum, in 
the disciplines), disciplinary practices (process 
studies, writing protocol research, theory), profes¬ 
sional practices (national and international confer¬ 
ences on writing, networks for professional review 
including tenure and promotion), and theorizing 
practices (phenomenology, critical theory). The 
third condition of disciplinarity was primary 
identification and affiliation with composition as 
academic specialty. 

By 1985 a reaction set in and, in quick order, 
achieved hegemony, largely displacing social 
science with newly canonized and domesticated 
theory from English. Advocates of discourse 
community theory, and later, contact zone theory, 
the study of the workings of language across rather 
than within lines of social differentiation, shifted 
work in composition from individual to social \dews 
of writing and tried to institutionalize social 
constructionist and, sometimes, postmodern \dews 
of textuality. Such undertakings have recolonized 
parts of the field for English, further regularizing 
and disciplining composition studies. 
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Language difference and writing of the other 

Composition studies began with the infiltration of 
alien texts into the academy in the early 1970s. 
From the start, compositionists have understood 
the close ties between language and power, seeing 
in student writing one example of this relation. 
With the entry of students into colleges and 
universities from previously excluded communities 
(for example, the working class and minority 
communities), and with these students all taking 
the first-year composition, itself always marginal to 
English and on the borders between the academy 
and society, compositionists have always had to 
deal with language difference and the writing of the 
Other. Dialect and non-standard English were 
prominent areas of investigation in the 1970s in 
composition; the 1990s brought interest in under¬ 
standing student writing through the discourses of 
gender, race, sexuality and, to a lesser extent, class. 
Composition studies might well be dated to the 
moment when student (and other alien) texts began 
to be accepted as a subject worthy of study, were 
published in relatively complete form in profes¬ 
sional journals, monographs, and scholarly books, 
and were treated respectfully, less as deficient texts 
and more as effects of difference, contextually 
produced. An uneasy tension has existed in 
composition studies between pedagogical commit¬ 
ments to introduce others to prestige dialects and 
discourse conventions, and disciplinary recognition 
that the production and maintenance of hegemo¬ 
nic discourse, as well as a writer’s decision to take 
on such elite discourse, is profoundly political. 

Process 

“From product to process” was a popular rallying 
cry in the 1970s, indicating, among other things, a 
critique of the modernist method in English, and 
an embrace of interdisciplinarity in scholarship. 
With time, process itself became reified. What had 
begun as a critique of the model approach - that is, 
the modernist view of text (and writing) as 
relatively stable, unified, coherent, independent, 
apolitical, and singularly authored, open to repro¬ 
duction at least at the level of genre and 
conventions by imitation - became by 1985 itself 
a model approach that reproduced a linearized. 


singular, standardized, officially sanctioned, and 
overly simplified version of process. When by 1990 
composition studies had shifted to a view that 
valorizes writing as intertextuality, as the 
positioning of text and the subject in a changing 
discursive landscape of texts and subjects, the 
model approach simply moved over to more 
explicitly politicized territory. Instead of being the 
modeling of a modernist text, or a modernist 
process, the goal now became the modeling of 
political critique or even of the postmodern text. 
However, this modeling of the postmodern is 
contradictory since the impetus of process as it 
was originally conceived by compositionists like 
Ann E. Berthoff and by most writers who might be 
tempted to label themselves postmodern, is the 
imrepeatability of text, or process, or context. The 
logic of process leads not to models but to the re¬ 
vision and transformation of concepts, methods, 
and the scenes (or landscapes) of writing. 

Hie subject of writing and the critique of the 
subject 

Starting about 1990, composition studies made the 
critique of the subject of writing a key part of its 
agenda. This was relatively easy for compositionists 
to do since the subject had been under scrutiny for 
decades in the field. For example, it had become 
fairly clear early on through empirical studies, that 
writing is pervasive beyond the academy and that it 
is usually collaborative: that is, it is relatively rare to 
find single authored texts “in the wild.” Much of 
the writing that occurs in businesses, governments, 
and other organizations and associations is multi- 
authored. Then too, even single-authored texts 
bear the marks of the contexts of their composing. 
It has generally been accepted in composition 
studies that authoring as a process takes place 
within a certain socially constructed conception of 
authorship, and that this is in turn a result of the 
exercise of certain types of authority. Authoring, 
then, is enabled and constrained by power. Work in 
composition studies in the 1990s simply takes this 
as given and endeavors to extend the logic of this 
argument to questions of ethics and political 
action. The increasing appeal of rhetoric is that it 
has a long history of interest in precisely these 
issues. The popularity of Neo-Sophist School in 
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composition and rhetoric can be seen as an attempt 
to rewrite the subject of writing as the rhetor 
actively participating in civic discourse. 

As composition studies becomes less an outlaw 
social formation and more an accepted academic 
discipline, increasing conflicts emerge about what 
course the discipline should take. In the middle 
1990s, the New Abolitionists argued for increased 
professionalization, more study of writing in the 
disciplines and professions, a greater alliance with 
people in other disciplines and professions, the 
abolition of required first-year writing courses, 
their replacement with elective undergraduate 
courses in writing linked to the disciplines, taught 
only by graduates of doctoral programs in 
composition and rhetoric, and the elimination of 
part-time positions in composition in the academy. 
Others have argued for the importance of preser- 
\dng the first-year writing course as a site of 
resistance to overspeciaHzation, careerism, and of 
critique, including a critique of disciplinarity as we 
find it in the academy, and now in composition 
studies itself Service learning, the linking of writing 
courses with student placements in the community 
for community service which itself becomes the 
focus of writing, has become popular. Others would 
simply revert to rhetoric, seeing recent reformula¬ 
tions of rhetoric to be postmodern and political. 
The fact that traditional rhetoric has frequently 
been an instrument of Western ethnocentrism and 
imperialism, and, at least from the time of 
Quintilian and Roman emperors, has consistently 
been complicit with undemocratic regimes, has yet 
to be fully dealt with. 
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Since the 1980s, William Connolly has applied the 
philosophical and ethical concerns of Nietzsche 
and Foucault to issues of political theory and 
international relations. In the 1990s the works of 
Deleuze have also figured prominently. ConnoUy’s 
chief concern is the ways in which opposing 
positions within contemporary debates work to¬ 
gether to establish a limited framework of assump¬ 
tions that is protected from critical inquiry. Thus, 
for example, the dominant theoretical dispute 
between liberals who privilege individual rights 
protected by a neutral state, and communitarians 
who seek to establish an organic community, leaves 
fundamental assumptions concerning the centrality 
of identity sovereignty, and the nation-state as the 
unexamined foundations for political organization. 

Such assumptions, Connolly maintains, carry 
with them unethical and even dangerous implica¬ 
tions. If an identity can only be constituted through 
the simultaneous construction of difference 
which, in turn, compromises the purity of this 
identity, then thought which is driven by the 
demand for a stable identity is strongly compelled 
to redefine this difference as an evil “other” to be 
policed, expelled or converted into acceptable 
forms of identity. GonnoUy finds this motivation 
embodied in various fundamentalisms that pervade 
modern Western democratic states, filtering into 
pubhc life from the private sphere to which 
modern political theory seeks to assign them. He 
refers to this predicament as the “second problem 
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of evil,” reflecting how it appears within the 
constitution of the binary opposition of good 
and evil itself. He also calls it the “Augustinian 
imperative,” named for the saint who demanded 
a moral world order to which the self could come 
into communion via rigorous self-examination 
and purification, compelling the suppression of 
any difference which would undermine this 
enterprise. 

What is needed, Connolly argues, is the 
desanctification of identities which take them¬ 
selves to be intrinsic or natural, in order to 
promote a greater appreciation of the contingency 
of identity and its relationship of dependency and 
strife with difference. This in turn can help 
transform antagonistic relations among identities 
into “relations of agonistic respect.” The latter is 
something more than a liberal tolerance of 
difference in its recognition of the relational and 
thus political constitution of all identities. It thus 
refuses the liberal division of public and private 
which depoliticizes a realm of identity conflicts 
while retaining a set of fundamental values below 
the threshold of public debate which are in need 
of problematization. Democratic politics, Con¬ 
nolly holds, can provide a medium for the 
establishment of this ethos within public life by 
installing mechanisms of competition which resist 
the drives to fundamentalize any particular set of 
identities. 
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critical legal studies 

Critical Legal Studies (CLS) is a movement 
dedicated to deconstructing accepted legal doctrine 
and practice with the goal of pragmatic policy 
reform. Perceiving the politics and values en¬ 
meshed in the law and taking aim at claims of 
naturalness and neutrality, CLS proposes that the 
logic and structure forming the basis of the law is a 
construction initiated by those in positions of 
power. They see the diversity of ideological 
controversy in politics reflected in the law. Claim¬ 
ing the present legal system exists to support those 
in power, CLS maintains that other more just 
systems remain to be worked out. Thus, CLS 
points to the indeterminacy that law has built 
around itself, and the need for political action. 

Officially beginning in 1977 with the Confer¬ 
ence on Critical Legal Studies at the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison, CLS is the heir of numerous 
other intellectual movements. Most clearly, it is 
heavily indebted to the work done by American 
legal theorists: a school of legal thought that arose 
in the 1920s and 1930s and focused on the law in 
real life. CLS also looks back to European 
philosophers from members of the Frankfurt 
School to thinkers such as Antonio Gramsci, 
Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida. Thus, 
CLS blends legal realism, with the New Left, and 
literary theory. From its diverse roots, CLS 
points in diverse directions: to feminist legal theory', 
critical race theory, and postmodernism. 

The multiplicity of theoretical entry points 
prevents any easy summing up of work that lacks 
the unity that the term “movement” might suggest. 
Paradoxes abound: though concerned with poli¬ 
tical action, the scholarship of critical legal theorists 
is written in a theoretical language not easily 
penetrated by those outside of the academy; it is 
anti-formalist but consumed by the analysis of 
doctrine; it oscillates between European philosophy 
and detailed descriptions of social interaction; it is 
clearly left, but critical of Marxism. Not surpris¬ 
ingly, the breadth of its parameters leads to both 
strengths and weaknesses. A strength of CLS is its 
richness and depth. On the other hand, it has been 
criticized for its inaccessibility, paradox, and self- 
referential obscurantism. 

CLS sees the need for a scholarship that 
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collapses the distinction between theoretical spec¬ 
ulation and practical activity. Working within the 
academy, they attempt to promote social change 
through collective interests that can legitimate 
radical and innovative social and political visions. 
Intending to produce a socially oriented body of 
work suggesting further paths for social change, 
they excavate the capacity of social structure to 
respond to fundamental change. Many want to 
overturn structures of domination and focus on the 
law as a tool in achieving this goal. Necessarily 
then, they refuse to accept the legal, social, or 
political suppositions of traditional academia. This 
radicalism has led to charges of contradiction, 
chaos, and conundrum. 

Given this need to find the transformative 
potential of law and society, CLS relies primarily 
on three dominant methodologies: textual explica¬ 
tion, social theory, and pure critique. CLS scholars 
explicate legal texts using the interpretative tools of 
semiology, phenomenology, and poststructuralism 
amongst others to escape the framework of 
doctrinal elaboration. Showing the influence of 
deconstruction, CLS looks for a method that 
doesn’t reinforce the legitimacy of the concepts and 
processes being addressed. Rather, they want to 
discuss ideology structure, and content in a 
manner revealing underlying truths about the legal 
order. This has left them vulnerable to some of the 
same criticism leveled at deconstructionists: their 
scholarship has sometimes been dismissed as mere 
interpretive idiosyncrasy. More dangerously given 
the ultimate political program, their deconstruction 
of legal doctrine threatens to isolate them from 
academic contemporaries and political realities. 

Tempering the lack perceived in addressing the 
society to which law addresses itself through textual 
explication, CLS looks to a second methodology in 
social theory and speculative inquiry. In moving 
towards social-theoretical analysis, CLS moves 
beyond the goals of American realism. CLS rejects 
legal realism’s attempt to reconstitute the neutrality 
of the legal system around policy argument, the 
balancing of interests, or the supposedly objective 
expertise of policy scientists trained as lawyers. 
Only by appearing to be objective can law appear 
to be separate from politics, but CLS scholars 
recognize the politics of law, and see that this type 
of scholarship masks the political as neutral 


microeconomic analysis. In this shift, an appeal 
to wealth maximization becomes another set of 
signs for converting power into authority. 

To fulfill the goal of transforming the present 
social order, CLS can also begin with simphfying 
normative assumptions. By overlooking the bound¬ 
aries determined by present legal and social 
parameters, these speculative assumptions can 
generate radical political alternatives and challenge 
legal culture. But such methodology also generates 
numerous concerns. Speculation risks falling flat 
when faced with historical circumstance. Social 
theory often swerves between glimpses of an 
unfounded utopia and painstaking detail. On the 
one hand, the adumbrations produced are often 
too distant from reality to be activated. On the 
other hand, specificity ignores the relativity of 
social knowledge. Thus, social theory alone risks 
cutting off CLS scholars from their specialty: legal 
phenomena. In this way their work might become 
a disjointed collection of unrelated ideas stripped of 
the coherence needed to transform an existing 
social order. 

Third, pure critique, the constant demonstration 
of indeterminancy contradiction, and incoherence, 
offers a politically viable form of critical legal 
scholarship. The critical project challenges com¬ 
placency, increasing self-consciousness in legal 
studies, and thereby exposes each scholar’s political 
bias. Contingency is revealed as a cultural 
construction rather than a product of natural 
circumstances. And this construction exposes the 
possibility that the present social order can be 
constructed in another way. Thus, the documenta¬ 
tion of legal doctrine as ineffective, class-biased, or 
subjectively based on moral relativism, serves as a 
catalyst to social and political change. 

The problems with this methodology are based 
on the rigor that make it successful. Thoroughly 
taken up, critical theory risks opening an unchar- 
table gap between theory and legal practice. 
Without a portrayal of social injustice, it risks 
becoming an abstraction. Equally, once unleashed, 
contradiction can become insatiable consuming the 
results of the analysis it provided and leaving the 
scholar empty-handed. The oft-stated danger is 
that critical theory could generate plenty of 
cynicism while not being able to instigate change. 

As these various methodologies suggest, CLS 
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lacks a unified body of thought, but there is a 
certain consensus on three main issues; the 
indeterminancy, contradiction, and legitimization 
found in legal doctrine. Causing some unease for 
many legal theorists, CLS focuses on the conten¬ 
tion of indeterminancy in legal doctrine: the 
premise that law cannot determine the outcome 
of a case. Using a combination of sociological, 
philosophical, anthropological, and psychological 
techniques, they deconstruct the presuppositions 
and ideologies immanent in the legal order. CLS 
scholars argue “legal reasoning” is really the 
manipulation of abstract categories where no 
particular abstraction is correct or incorrect. 
Building on the work of literary theorists, CLS 
sees law as a separate semiological system. In this 
system, real phenomena are taken and translated 
into abstract concepts with defined properties. 
Language, however, is not neutral, and at each 
stage of the translation a subjective and political 
interpretation is required. In these spaces of 
translation lies indeterminance where the argu¬ 
ment can go either way. Thus, although there are 
plenty of regularities in judgments, these are not 
dictated by what the law says. None of these 
irregularities are necessary consequences of follow¬ 
ing a certain book of rules. More radically, some 
CLS writers suggest that legal doctrines have no 
content at all. 

Critics, however, are quick to point out that this 
is easily disproved. If a state proposes a law 
controlling handguns, the Second Amendment 
clearly judges that the state cannot do so. Such 
clearcut cases are, however, tempered with the 
knowledge that the law is often underdefermimte: it 
concludes some results easily while leaving others 
open. But in making this shift, CLS gives up its 
claim to radicalism and originality. Judicial resolu¬ 
tion of “hard cases” has been a prominent concern 
in the realm of Anglo-American legal theory, and 
within this questioning, many have questioned 
whether underdeterminate legal doctrines support the 
claim of indeterminance. This questioning, how¬ 
ever, leads to a discussion of the weighting of 
principles used by the judiciary. Furthermore, 
beneath legal forms, such as a constitution, one 
finds the ideological batdes of the political culture, 
and these are replicated in judicial arguments. 

Second, building on indeterminance, CLS 


searches out the underlying contradictions in legal 
doctrine. Abstract principles like property and 
freedom of contract can grormd contradictory 
arguments in any case. A consistent application of 
any of the theories in some significant part of the 
law to the entire doctrine would prescribe 
substantial doctrinal reconstruction. Rather than 
a single, coherent, justifiable view of human 
relations, CLS sees two or more different and 
often competing views of legal doctrine: no one of 
which can be called dominant. Clearly, recognizing 
the contradictions threatens the established order; 
doctrine carmot be considered rightful and legit¬ 
imate if it has an incoherent and illegitimate view 
of human relations. On a more abstract level, 
scholars such as Roberto Unger find contradictory 
theories about doctrines, not just within doctrines. 
For example, by pointing out the clashing concep¬ 
tions of what a contract is supposed to be - on one 
hand, reliance and solidarity, on the other, “no 
flexibility, and no excuses” - Unger pries into and 
questions the real theory of contract. This ques¬ 
tioning is an important aspect of CLS, for by 
exposing the discrepancies, the scholar can prevent 
a biased doctrine from maintaining hierarchical 
relationships of power. Laws cannot just be 
unconnected markers used to gain power for 
advantage. 

Critics have countered by questioning the 
presumption that legal doctrine has to be seamless. 
Despite the lack of a consistent grounding, it can 
stiU be in agreement with an individual’s rights, 
and administered in a regular way. Furthermore, 
critics point out that there can be no one unitary 
theory in Unger’s rigorous sense. In practice, the 
materials - statutes and precedents - do not 
embody one legal doctrine; rather, they are 
imperfect and the result of constantly evolving 
compromises. But this latter fact, critics maintain, 
does not mean that the legal system is on the brink 
of destruction. 

Finally, rejecting that formal sources of law 
account for judicial decisions, CLS disagrees about 
the actual functions of laws. They analyze the myth 
of neutral law and its role in legitimating legal 
discourse. Morton Horowitz, for example, posits 
that laws are aimed at subsidizing industrial 
growth, and in this way they serve the interests of 
the wealthiest part of society. However, this is not a 
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\dew generally held in CLS. Not only does it 
suggest that the law can be used as a tool to achieve 
objectives, the quasi-conspiracy thesis is not 
entirely plausible. However, GLS does maintain 
that the law serves the powerful through legitimi¬ 
zation. The rhetoric of legal rights and rule of law 
leads people to think that the existing order is just 
or at least better than any alternative. Rather than 
tracing back to the orthodox Marxism implicit in 
Horowitz, legitimization is an extension of the 
critical Marxism introduced by Gramsci. Here the 
capitalist class maintains power through the 
perpetuation of moral or social beliefs that lead 
people to assume the status quo is basically good. 
Institutions such as the church, corporation, and 
family reinforce these beliefs. In the CLS applica¬ 
tion of Gramsci, the legal system supports capitalist 
hegemony by perpetuating their ideas about 
property and contract as well as other ideas about 
individual rights and the rule of law. These 
legitimating forces lead to false consciousness: the 
false belief that one is benefiting from the current 
system. The semiological system that constitutes 
law must be anal^-zed as one of the many belief- 
clusters that close the social world by making it 
seem natural or neutral. 

CLS goes further to suggest that not only does 
law influence society, but it legitimates an unjust 
order A principal GLS theme is that the law is 
political; for example, turning to the authoritative 
legal materials, judges typically find their favored 
ideology in the settled law. Although different 
members of the movement have different opinions 
on these matters, GLS scholars are generally united 
on the idea that liberalism plays a large role in 
supporting the current unjust system. Without the 
legitimating effect of law, people would find a 
different way of ordering society. From this starting 
point, CLS moves on to the politics of reason 
repeatedly pointing out that the concept of 
rationality has become problematic and that 
knowledge is a social construction. Emphasizing 
the degree of contingency involved in legal 
judgment, they propose a radical transformation 
of traditional legal scholarship. 

Regardless of the criticism it has provoked, CLS 
has permanently changed the terrain of legal 
theory. Constantly evolving, it pries into both the 
disharmonies of the law in theory and everyday 


practice. Thus three directions for the future 
appear. First, there is awareness that law is not 
apolitical; the legal scholar could in turn see 
partisan advocacy as an aim of academic law. 
When scholarship is considered a dialogic process, 
it opens a space for exchange amongst scholars 
with notions of social good, doctrinal purity, or 
economic rationality: an exchange that could be 
directed to political endeavors outside the law 
school. Second, CLS could focus on the integration 
of the law in social processes. CLS suggests both 
the malleability of fundamental legal ideas and 
simultaneously that legal thought both directs legal 
change and legitimates the present social order in 
subtie and pervasive ways. Here the law school 
takes on a historical role documenting the law’s 
past and present meaning in society, and thus at the 
same time, the law school must allow interdisci¬ 
plinary input from those with similar concerns 
working outside legal institutions. But clearly, the 
ameliorative value of such rigorous, directed 
collaboration is based on the ability to amalgamate 
the languages and insights of other professions with 
expertise in legal research and doctrinal elabora¬ 
tion. Finally, upon arriving at the boundaries of 
current methodologies, CLS must find new and 
transformative approaches to fulfill its political 
program. Legal scholarship faces the necessity of 
constant reassessment through which intellectual 
claims and academic and professional orientations 
are aU open to critique. 
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MATTHEW BEEDHAM 

Culler^ Jonathan 

b. 1 October 1944, Cleveland, Ohio, USA 

Literary critic and theorist 

Jonathan Culler is one of the most important 
academic figures in the introduction of French 
structuralism and deconstruction to the American 
academy. His early biographical works on Saussure 
and Barthes presaged two seminal works on 
structuralism and poststructuralism. His first work, 
Structuralist Poetics, established the aims of the 
structuralism in demythifying “closed” interpreta¬ 
tions of Romantic poetry and prose. Ironically, his 
later work, On Deconstruction, set about addressing 
the critiques and limitation of such a structuralist 
enterprise. 

Culler showed that structuralism originated in 
opposition to phenomenology. Instead of describ¬ 
ing experience, its goal was to identify the under¬ 
lying structures that made it possible. In place of 
the phenomenological description of consciousness, 
structuralism sought to analyze structures that 
operate unconsciously (structures of language, of 
the psyche, of society). Because of its interest in 
how meaning is produced, structuralism often (as 
in Barthes’ S/^ treated the reader as the site of 
underlying codes that make meaning possible, and 
as the agent of meaning. 

The notion that works of art must be united and 
that the task of criticism is to demonstrate this unity 
derives, at least in part, from the communicative 
model and the metaphysics of presence on which it 
rests. The work tries to express an essence which 
presides over it, as its source and its purpose. Culler 
attempted to forward the notion that to capture the 
truth of the work is to recover that essence and 
make it present to consciousness. Criticism, he 
feels, is an unfortunate necessity forced on us by 


our fallen condition; it tries to recover a moment 
outside of time where forms and meanings are one; 
it attempts to make present the truth which forms 
wordd communicate directly in a prelapsarian 
world where there was no gap between appearance 
and reality; no need for mediation, no possibility of 
error. 

Culler expressed the notion that the novel is an 
ironic form. It is borne of the discrepancy between 
meaning and experience, whose source of values 
lies in the interest of exploring that gap and fiUir^ 
it, while knowing that any claim to have filled it 
derives from blindness. GuUer chooses to disperse 
and fragment them: to create from their fragments 
a context in which reading can take place. He 
posits that to construct intelligible modes of reading 
is to develop conceptual frameworks for dealing 
with phenomenon of the past and present. This, 
one can argue, is Barthes’s fundamental actitdty, his 
most persistent concern. As Barthes once said, 
“what has fascinated me all my life is the way 
people make their world intelligible” (1985: 15). 
Culler’s writing attempts to show us how we do it, 
and above all that we are doing it: the meanings 
that seem natural to us are cultural products, the 
result of conceptual frameworks that are so familiar 
as to pass unnoticed. 

Culler also seeks to raise issues about the 
relationship between literature and the theoretical 
languages of other disciplines, about the possibility 
and status of a systematic theory of language or of 
texts. He posits that the distinction between 
structuralism and poststructuralism is highly un¬ 
reliable, and instead of mounting a discussion of 
poststructuralism within which deconstruction 
would be identified as a major force, it seems 
preferable to try another approach, which may 
permit a richer and more pertinent array of 
connections. 
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AMEER SHOWARDY 

cultural studies 

Defining cultural studies takes on all the difficulty 
of defining its apparent object: culture. But 
additional problems are involved in defining 
“cultural studies” as a conceptual field and as a 
recent academic discipline. Cultural studies names 
an approach to research, rather than the study of 
everything cultural, although what constitutes the 
proper research practices of cultural studies is not 
clearly established. Instead, cultural studies is often 
defined by its interdisciplinarity; its assemblage of 
different approaches to research. The problem of 
definition in cultural studies permeates the pro¬ 
cesses of its formation, the establishment of its 
objects and methods, and any assessment of its 
major contributions and controversies. It is also, 
perhaps, what makes cultural studies a postmodern 
discipline and a focal point in debates over the 
impact of postmodernism on academic, publishing, 
and media industries. 

The most influential history of cultural studies 
begins with the Centre for Contemporary Cultural 
Studies (CCCS) in Birmingham, England, estab¬ 
lished in 1964 under the direction of Richard 
Hoggart. The Centre located studies of the 
relations between “culture and society,” focusing, 
for example, on how youth subcultures articulated 
identities in relation to dominant social structures. 
This work was strongly influenced by Raymond 
Williams (1921-88) and British Marxism in gen¬ 
eral, and engaged with developments in European 
Marxism including Louis Althusser’s (1918-90) 
conception of “ideology” and Antonio Gramsci’s 
(1891-1937) understanding of “hegemony.” The 


CCCS brought together diverse research and 
analytic methodologies from, predominantly, so¬ 
ciology, anthropology, history, and literary 
studies. Significantly for later developments in 
cultural studies, the Birmingham School was also 
influenced by the semiotic analysis exemplified 
by Roland Barthes (1915-80), who “read” a wide 
range of cultural forms for their formal character¬ 
istics, a method which combined structuralist 
literary criticism with a form of poststructuralist 
anthropology. 

The CCCS definition of cultural studies was not 
at all homogenous, incorporating diverse and even 
conflicting methodologies. Its studies were, more¬ 
over, already reflecting on a history of cultural 
studies and continually incorporating new critical 
perspectives. Beginning with a focus on nation and 
class, Birmingham studies found many previous 
sociological analyses to have been more culturally 
specific than they had acknowledged and, later in 
the Centre’s history, some of its publications 
criticized others for ignoring the importance of 
factors other than national or class location. 
Feminist critiques of the marginalization of women 
and girls in the early Birmingham studies, for 
instance, foregrounded new feminist thought about 
gender as a cultural formation in debates about 
how culture might be studied. 

The dissemination of this work has been more 
influential on the development of cultural studies, 
perhaps because of its assemblage of methods and 
interests, than have other more established tradi¬ 
tions feeding into cultural studies. North American 
cultural studies were, however, also shaped by the 
dissemination of technology and communica¬ 
tion studies through the work of writers like 
James Carey, and by the cultural anthropology of 
writers like Clifford Geertz (1926-), whose concept 
of “thick description,” an approach to cultural 
analysis which incorporated many of the methods 
of literary studies, has formed a metaphor for 
some cultural studies practice. 

Cultural studies expanded internationally in the 
1980s, despite the declared reluctance of many of 
its key proponents to consider cultural studies as a 
discipline. Asserting or protecting this disciplinary 
field is sometimes thought to be counter to any 
project characterizing cultural studies which, it is 
suggested, should be as changeable and eontested 
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as understandings of “culture” itself In the 1990s, 
cultural studies continued to selectively appropriate 
and reside within other disciplines, with programs 
being taught within a range of different depart¬ 
ments and schools. The boundaries of cultural 
studies are additionally hard to determine because 
cultural studies work is also done outside of 
academic institutions in, for example, cultural 
commentary in the mass media, and much work 
that might be called cultural studies by any of its 
own criteria appears under quite different labels. 

Cultural studies as a discipline remains chiefly 
recognized in the United States, and many of its 
critics and advocates there do not focus on 
developments in cultural studies elsewhere despite 
variations in how cultural studies is practiced. 
While some specificity does exist in Britain and the 
United States - the former stiU dominated by 
Marxist sociology in comparison to the breadth of 
semiotic and media analysis in the latter - these are 
far from exclusive. Other differences can be located 
in contexts with localized priorities for cultural 
analysis — such as the Subaltern School in India, or 
studies of “Asian-ness” in Asia — and with different 
academic histories, as with the emphasis on 
poststructuralist theory in Australia. While it is 
simplistic to consider these differences as national 
or regional variations, cultural studies as a new 
discipline continues to be strongly influenced by its 
contexts. This also might be a reflection of the 
specificity proper to any culture, and it can be 
argued that cultural studies is necessarily localized. 
But this localization is not necessarily the most 
useful way to trace the forms or interests of cultural 
studies. For instance, a history of Marxist cultural 
studies would cut through these localizations, 
stretching perhaps from writers like Theodor 
Adorno (1900-69) and the Frankfurt School, 
through the Birmingham School and comparable 
American developments, to the Lacanian cultural 
analysis of Slavoj Zizek or Ernesto Laclau, even 
though many of these figures would not see 
themselves as practicing cultural studies, and some 
have been highly critical of dominant modes of 
cultural studies. 

The definition of culture as a field of continual 
and multiple negotiations is one of the legacies of 
the Birmingham School. This understanding of 
cultural studies is apparent in John Frow and 


Meaghan Morris’s introduction to Australian Cul¬ 
tural Studies (1993), where they argue that “cultural 
studies takes as its object the ordinary culture” of 
its own society (1993: xxi). From within this 
“ordinary culture,” popular culture has often been 
selected as a pivotal focus for cultural studies. 
Cultural studies most often focuses on relations 
between structures of power and cultural forms or 
practices, and these relations are accessed by a 
broad range of subjects through popular culture. In 
working with popular culture, cultural studies has 
also responded to a perceived absence of criticism 
that accounted for the meanings and the forms of 
pleasure taken from popular culture. Such studies 
do not necessarily prioritize “pleasure” within this 
production of meaning, although they mostly claim 
that consumption is not passive but also produces 
cultural locations and identities, and modes of 
resistance as well as conformity. A distinction is 
sometimes made between popular culture, as aU 
cultural forms not valorized as High Culture, and 
mass culture, as the product of large scale cultural 
industries. But cultural studies has increasingly 
argued that mass cultural consumption can be 
practiced critically or ironically, a recognition 
which also enables a focus on high cultural 
consumption and the related recognition that any 
production of culture is also a form of consump¬ 
tion. 

But “ordinary culture” covers a wide range of 
discourses and practices not confined to popular 
culture. Often under the heading of “everyday 
life,” cultural studies also focuses on the routine 
formation and negotiation of identities and cultural 
locations, including familial, work and “lifestyle” 
patterns, the occupation of social spaces, and 
language use. This analysis of “everyday life” is 
substantially indebted to the work of both Henri 
Lefebvre and Michel de Gerteau. The everyday 
cuts across popular and high culture and forms of 
cultural practice, like dying or walking, which are 
not predominandy organized in terms of economic 
production. 

Thus, cultural studies can not be identified with 
any particular object and has always had a strong 
theoretical component which enables studies which 
do not take any isolated object at all. And yet 
cultural studies necessarily maintains a socio- 
historical context for its analysis. Framed by 
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discourses on and practices of modernization - 
including new technologies and mass culture but 
also processes of urbanization and industrialization 
- cultural studies practices cohere around concern 
with the production of culture and the effects of 
cultural change, and are tied to changing modes of 
producing culture and cultural subjects. In its focus 
on “subjects,” cultural studies is also direcdy 
indebted to psychoanalytic practice. Sociology 
and anthropology have been influenced by psycho¬ 
analysis in their modes of interpreting people’s 
participation in and responses to culture, but 
cultural studies incorporates psychoanalysis at the 
level of how culture is produced. Producing 
meaning from culture or evading cultural con¬ 
structions does not require consciousness of those 
activities, and cultural studies often distinguishes 
between conscious and unconscious production 
and consumption. Psychoanalysis provides, more¬ 
over, a model for cultural analysis: a means of 
searching voices, texts, and discourses for their 
points of cultural significance. 

Cultural studies has remained committed to a 
methodological eclecticism. Its methodology has 
been characterized as bricolage, and the editors of 
the influential volume Cultural Studies (1992) claim 
that: “The choice of research practices depends 
upon the questions that are asked, and the 
questions depend on their context” (Grossberg et 
al. 1992: 2). Many criticisms of this appropriative 
strategy occur from outside the discipline, but other 
debates over methodology proliferate within it. 
There continues, for example, to be disagreement 
between cultural studies practitioners who prior¬ 
itize ethnographic work and those whose work is 
more informed by “textual analysis.” Social 
science-oriented versions of cultural studies tend 
to favor ethnography, which studies the behavior of 
people in a particular society through direct 
observation. This is usually pursued via the 
researcher’s participation in the culture imder 
investigation, or through ethnographic interviews, 
although related ethnomethodological practices 
such as surveys and solicited testimony are often 
included as subcategories. Taking up ethnographic 
methods, cultural studies has helped to emphasize 
the impact of postmodernism on its premises, 
understanding descriptions and transcriptions of 
ethnographic voices as authorized texts rather than 


neutral recordings. Within cultural studies, this 
recognition has sometimes resulted in textual 
analysis of ethnographic materials, or in fictiona- 
lization of ethnographic work. 

Although ethnography and textual analysis are 
separated by some cultural studies practice, the 
discipline in general requires more than close 
readings of cultural forms. Many practitioners 
insist that rhetorical or semiotic analysis is not 
cultural studies unless it engages with a broad 
cultural context for the object of study, and perhaps 
especially with the political effects of its production. 
Textual analysis, its critics claim, involves pulling 
apart a particular object as if it speaks for a culture, 
and a focus on the figural rather than the material 
impact of a cultural object. This idea that cultural 
studies tends to isolate and valorize cultural objects 
which seem otherwise insignificant has often been 
deployed in criticisms and even ridicule of cultural 
studies. In this context, “text” has sometimes been 
supplanted by “discourse” - as both a mode of 
expression and a way of knowing the world — a 
definition which demands the connection of 
cultural objects to the socio-historical contexts 
which give them meaning. “Discourse analysis” 
thus brings together the debates over objects and 
methods, as does the broader concern with political 
effectivity in cultural studies. 

There is a tradition of political commitment in 
cultural studies, drawing on both its Marxist histories 
and the recognition of difference which the 
specificity of culture demands. As an analysis of 
culture as relations of power, cultural studies often 
focuses on what Meaghan Morris describes in her 
essay “A Question of Cultural Studies” in Back to 
(McRobbie 1997) as “the pressures that limit 
choices, constrain semiosis and shape experience - 
constraints and pressures that are produced by 
human institutions and that can, and sometimes 
should, be changed” (1997: 50). This commitment 
has helped draw cultural studies into the controversy 
over whether the humanities and social sciences have 
become devoted to uncovering “political” (equal 
within a certain public discourse to “politically 
correct”) meaning in cultural forms or practices. 

The most visible version of cultural studies 
remains the analysis of popular culture and its 
consumption, a visibility framed by the compara¬ 
tive novelty of studying popular cultural forms 
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without necessary opposition to more “valuable” 
fields of culture. Cultural studies has become a 
concept, interchangeable with others like theory, to 
describe the move away from “traditional” subject 
matter or curricula in the humanities and social 
sciences, and many debates over perceived changes 
to academic and intellectual practice in the 1980s 
and 1990s cited as exemplary practices and focuses 
we could identify with cultural studies. Critics of 
cultural studies within these debates often claim it 
evinces a loss of appreciation for what is valuable in 
the society concerned. While postmodernism is 
also associated with this move away from estab¬ 
lished hierarchies of cultural value, it is not framed 
by the political imperative of much cultural studies 
work and thus the entwined criticisms of “political 
correcmess” and “loss of value” usually refer to 
cultural studies even when they name postmodern¬ 
ism. 

This dismissal and parody of cultural studies 
relies on a selective reading of cultural studies 
work. Focusing on popular culture to the exclusion 
of other cultural forms and practices, or popular 
culture in isolation from its contexts, is criticized 
within cultural studies on several different grounds. 
Most influentially, the analysis of popular culture 
outside of the Marxist analytic frame provided by 
much early cultural studies, has often been seen to 
produce a too-optimistic picture of the possibilities 
for resistance provided by culture industries. 
Cultural studies interest in pop eulture is some¬ 
times aligned with postmodernism’s supposed 
erasure of distinetions between high and pop 
culture. But like postmodernism, cultural studies 
which incorporate popular cultural enjoyment 
often maintain that distinction, and cultural studies 
is in general produced at a critical distance from 
pop culture, as its analyses of everyday life are not 
themselves everyday. 

The intersection of cultural studies with both 
cultural theory and the study of popular culture has 
produced its greatest significance for postmodern¬ 
ism. The eclectic cultural studies approach to 
cultural objects and academic method has been 
used as an example of a decline of expertise and of 
a betrayal of the role of “culture” and “the 
academy” in maintaining social standards in 
aesthetic and political fields. Cultural studies has 
thus focused and exemplified many of the debates 


surrounding postmodernism’s intervention in aca¬ 
demic work, and debates over the methods and 
objects of cultural studies have become synon¬ 
ymous with public debates over postmodernism. 
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CATHERINE DRISCOLL 

cyberculture 

Culture mediated by electronic communication 
technologies, particularly the Internet, is known as 
cyberculture. Although it is difficult to locate the 
first use of the term cyberculture, the concept has a 
long history, dating at least to the publication in 
1967 of Canadian Marshall McLuhan’s (1911-80) 
The Medium Is the Massage: An Inventory of Effects 
(1967). In this book, McLuhan described a world 
remade by electronic media in which we are 
bombarded by a never ending stream of informa¬ 
tion. McLuhan claimed that television and tele¬ 
phones had the effect of transmitting the 
communicator rather than the communication. 
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In an interview with Playboy, he observed that 
television “tattoos its message directly onto our 
skins.” 

These insights remain central to studies of 
cyberculture. Notions of the remapping of body 
and identity through the blurring of the artifactual 
and the natural and the global remapping of 
societal, market and cultural structures through 
instantaneous and omni-present communications 
systems are prevalent in most discussions of 
cyberculture. Sherry Turkic, in Life on the Screen 
(1995), argued that cyberculture is a culture of 
simulatian in which identity is multiple and 
postmodern epistemological and ontological con¬ 
ceptions are brought into popular consciousness. 

In the essay “Gyberculture,” Mark Der)' defined 
cyberculture as “a far-flung, loosely knit complex of 
sublegitimate, alternative, and oppositional subcul¬ 
tures ... whose common project is the subversive 
use of technocommodities, often framed by radical 
body politics...” (Dery 1992; 509). In one of the 
first extensive and critical examinations of cyber¬ 
culture, Escape Velocity (1996), Dery examined 
subcultures forming around new technologies, 
forming within the social environments these 
technologies have restructured, and forming within 
the (cyber) spaces created by them. He argued that 
themes central to all of the subcultures he 
examined are the blurring of biology and technol¬ 
ogy and the drive for transcendence of the body. 
The notion of bodily transcendence is certainly 
prevalent in many instances of cyberculture, from 
the often gloomy prognostications of cyberpunk 
fiction to the utopian visions of many technophiles. 
The novels of William Gibson, the originator of the 
term “cyberspace,” often involve characters who 
“upload” their minds into a computer network, 
sometimes with ambivalent effect. 

However, the subcultures Dery locates do not 
constitute an exhaustive study of all instances of 
cyberculture. And, while escape from the corporeal 
body is a widely prevalent concept in cyberculture 
discourse, it is not universal. Feminist critiques of 
cyberculture, particularly those informed by the 
cyborg theory of Donna Haraway remain 
sceptical of ideas of bodily transcendence. Studies 
in cyberspace law and political economy point to 
the much wider implications of cyberculture, while 


relying very litde on the more esoteric themes of 
cyberpunk. 
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DAVID MCKEE 

qfborg 

A cyborg is a life form created from the fusion of 
organic and machinic systems. First used by 
Australian NASA research scientist Manfred 
Glynes and TVmerican clinical psychologist Nathan 
Kline to denote a cybernetic organism, a human 
technologically enhanced for the purpose of space 
travel, the term was introduced into feminist 
studies of technoscience by Donna Haraway to 
evoke a postmodern subject characterized by 
shifting, multiple and ironic ontologies. Cyborg 
theory has since become important in feminism 
(see feminism and postmodernism), film 
studies, and cultural studies. The cyborg is 
also the central theoretical concept of the nascent 
anthropological subdiscipline, cyborg anthropol¬ 
ogy- 

Origin 

In “Cyborgs and Space” (1960) dynes and Kline 
coined the term cyborg to describe the machine 
enhanced man they envisioned as necessary for 
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space exploration. They defined a cyborg as a 
“self-regulating man-machine system” (1960; 27). 
Clynes and Kline actually created their first cyborg 
prototype by implanting a pump under the skin of 
a mouse; the pump continuously and indepen¬ 
dently injected the mouse with chemicals. 

The cyborg quickly became a staple figure in 
science fiction. Both in print and in movies, the 
technologically augmented human has been var¬ 
iously used to depict the potential for human 
salvation through technology as well as the 
possibility of human domination by technology. 

Postmodernism 

In “The Ironic Dream of a Common Language for 
Women in the Integrated Circuit: Science, Tech¬ 
nology, And Socialist Feminism in the 1980s or A 
Socialist Feminist Manifesto for Cyborgs” (1983) 
Donna Haraway introduced the cyborg as a 
metaphor for the postmodern subject. For Har¬ 
away, the cyborg was a blend of “science fiction 
and social reality,” a hybrid subject position that, 
by defying the distinction between human and 
machine, challenged fixed boundaries and binary 
dichotomies. Thus, she argued, the cyborg was a 
useful conceptual device for revealing the limits of 
totalizing theories. Haraway suggested the cyborg 
metaphor could provide feminism a new “political 
myth” that made sense of the complex historical 
constructions of social location, identity and 
gender; in this way, common political action and 
social solidarity could be generated without an 
erosion of respect for diversity. 

In her essay “Cyborg Feminism and the 
Methodology of the Oppressed” (1995) Chela 
Sandoval developed these ideas further, introdu¬ 
cing the notion of “cyberfeminism.” Although 
Sandoval saw in Haraway’s cyborg metaphor the 
potential for a more effective feminist politics, she 
warned against the too general application of the 
notion of cyborg subjectivities, particularly to 
women of color. Joseba Gabilondo, in “Postcolonial 
Cyborgs; Subjectivity in the Age of Cybernetic 
Reproduction” (1995), expanded on this criticism 
suggesting that the cyborg is actually the hegemo¬ 
nic subject position privileged by multinational 
capitalism. 

Arthur Kroker, in Data Trash: The Theory of the 


Virtual Class (1994), invoked the cyborg in his 
notion of the “recombinant sign,” the postmodern 
subject of pan-capitalism that, called forth by an 
economy of total cultural commodification, serves 
as the site of commodity production. Kroker’s 
critique was roughly paralleled by that of jAIIuc- 
quere Roseanne Stone who, in The War of Desire and 
Technology (1995), warned that we should be aware 
of the structures of power within which cyborg 
subjectivity is possible. 
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cynical reason 

The term “cynical reason” was used by the 
German cultural critic and philosopher Peter 
Sloterdijk to designate a moment of crisis in post- 
Enlightenment intellectual engagement. Sloterdijk 
develops his concept of cynical reason in his 1983 
bestseller Kritik der gynischen Vernurf (Critique of 
Cynical Reason). In its broadest sense, Sloterdijk 
defines cynicism as “enlightened false conscious¬ 
ness.” The prototype of such an enlightened but 
false consciousness is the Catholic priest who, after 
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enjoying the forbidden pleasure with his girlfriend, 
explains to her why he is in favor of maintaining 
the moral standards he has just broken as a basic 
rule of society. Cynicism exists thanks to a rift 
between life and teachings. It pretends to be 
critical, but it is not. Cynicism can be understood 
as “impudence that has changed sides” [eine 
Frechheit, die die Seite gewechselt hat). Although there 
is in Sloterdijk’s mind a clear conneetion between 
cynicism and the heritage of the Enlightenment 
(the tide of his book for instance is a clear referenee 
to Kant, and the above-mentioned priest is a 
typical representative of the Enlightenment), he 
does not conceive of cynicism as exclusively typical 
for (post-)Enlightened thinking. On the one hand 
he traces the concept back to its roots in antiquity 
(Diogenes of Sinope); on the other hand he 
dedicates a lot of space to the “Weimar Republic,” 
pre-fascist Germany, which Sloterdijk sees as an 
especially cynical era. Cynicism seems a phenom¬ 
enon of aU times. 

The most urgent problem of cynicism in 
Sloterdijk’s view is that it has lost the critical 
impulse initially present. Part of Sloterdijk’s project 
is to save the critical impulse at times visible in 
cynicism. For this purpose, Sloterdijk introduces as 
a counter-concept the neologism “kynicism” or 
“kynical reason.” As such he characterizes those 
impulses to let the body talk without any obvious 
intention, purpose or idea (grand narrative) behind 
it. Kynical in this sense is a statue of Hercules 


pissing, Diogenes masturbating in public or telling 
Alexander of Macedonia to stop blocking his sun, 
but also Einstein with his tongue stuck out or 
female students in the late 1960s preventing 
Adorno from lecturing by showing off their 
breasts. There is something inherendy non-sensical 
or absurd behind these gestures. 

Although Sloterdijk’s book received immense 
attention and sold very well at its date of 
publication, it has had relatively litde impact since. 
The similarities between Sloterdijk’s diagnosis and 
postmodern theory are fairly obvious (see for 
example Huyssen). In the context of contemporary 
postmodern theory, Sloterdijk’s theory of the body, 
or better, of bodily practice, seems most promising 
because of its combination of anti-foundationalism 
on the one hand and its (critical) engagement on 
the other. 
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Danto, Arthur Coleman 

b. 1 January 1924, Ann Arbor, Michigan, 
USA 

Analytic philosopher and art critic 

Arthur Danto’s writings have encompassed both 
professional philosophical tracts and more broadly 
addressed art critical writing, most notably as the 
resident critic for The Nation since 1984, a post in 
which he follows venerable critics such as Lawr¬ 
ence AUoway and Clement Greenberg. Both his 
philosophy and his art criticism have been 
markedly influenced by his readings of Wittgen¬ 
stein and Hegel; in contrast with most other 
Anglo-American philosophers, his interests have 
also extended to figures such as Sartre and 
Nietzsche. 

When addressing works of art, Danto’s signature 
methodological approach is to pose the question of 
indiscernibles. This is an approach he developed 
originally with regard to Andy Warhol’s Brilk) 
Boxes of 1964, which were silk-screened simulacra 
of the cartons normally used to ship this product to 
grocery stores. Danto’s question is thus; how may 
we distinguish between a “real” BriUo Box, and 
one that is apparently identical, but produced by 
Warhol as a work of art? While this method at first 
blush might appear to appeal to something like 
Derrida’s concept of differance, Danto remains 
firmly entrenched in the analytic approach to 
philosophy, which assumes the relative stability of 
the categories of form and content, rather than the 
postmodern. Continental tendency to problematize 
such distinctions. The question of representa¬ 


tion never raises itself as a problem for Danto in its 
own right. 

In his elaboration on this question of indis¬ 
cernibles, Danto raises a number of classic 
philosophical issues. First, he uses this method to 
interrogate the ontological status of the work of art, 
ultimately determining that an object is art because 
of its artworld context, and its (potential) role in art 
history. On a more Wittgensteinian note, he also 
addresses the epistemological question of how we 
actually recognize something as art (or not), again 
returning to a dependence on the object’s social 
context in order to establish such recognition. It is 
particularly interesting to note here that Danto 
relies on a model of vision as cognitively impene¬ 
trable: he understands vision as radically separated 
from knowledge, and therefore what we know does 
not enter into the perceptual experience of what we 
see. Thus the issue of representation arises within 
an Anglo-American philosophical construct of 
mind, the main question being how in fact we sift 
through the various (and sometimes optically 
indiscernible) elements of visual experience to 
know that one red, white and blue box is art (the 
Warhol), and another simply a carton waiting to be 
emptied by a store clerk. For Danto, the difference 
lies exactly in our interpretations of the Warhol as 
art, an act of mind which in itself constitutes it as 
art. An extension of this mental representation is 
the participation of the Warhol box in the social 
and critical sphere of the artworld, the locus where 
its relative merits and potential place in art history 
are debated. 

The influence of Hegel in Danto’s work is of 
particular interest. While apparently stiU attached 
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to a mostly Cartesian subject/object division, he 
shifts the teleological work of Geist in Hegel from 
the shoulders of philosophy onto those of art 
history Instead of seeing philosophy as the process 
through which self-consciousness is articulated, as 
it is for Hegel, for Danto the process of articulating 
the meaning of art (the historical dimension of art 
history) accomplishes this goal. Indeed, Warhol’s 
Brillo Boxes are for Danto the denouement of this 
progression; with them, art has come to an end, 
because pushed to this extreme, art finally becomes 
philosophy. 

Danto’s theories have been criticized for relying 
on an overly simplified model of vision, as well as 
failing to address the problem of representation in 
its own right. Richard WoUheim finds the method 
of indiscernibles philosophically weak, as the 
conditions for what may or may not be 
considered art are never given, and in the end 
are never rigorously proven by this method. 
Nevertheless, through the clarity of his prose 
and the perceptiveness of his critical observations, 
Danto has become that great conundrum, one of 
the most accessible yet substantial art critics at 
work today. 
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Dasein 

The word Dasein is literally, and commonly, a 
German word for human existence. It combines 
the verb Sein (“to be”) with da (“there/here”). The 
word makes one of its more famous appearances in 
Kant, where it is a German translation of the Latin 
praesentia, and is prevalent in Karl Popper’s 
existential analytic where he distinguishes bePveen 
Dasein as everyday being and Existenz as authentic 
being. It is also found in Edmund Husserl’s analysis 
of human existence. Postmodernism’s inheritance 
of the term Dasein comes through Martin Hei¬ 
degger in his Sein und fyit (Being and Time) where 
he forwards the notion of Dasdn as a subject that is 
reflective on the predications of its own existence. 
Heidegger, who was a student of Husserl, had been 
swayed by the notion of a Transcendental Ego. In a 
gesture similar to Descartes, Husserl forwarded 
that the only certainty available about the world 
was that a perception had taken place within 
consciousness. The Transcendental Ego was ar¬ 
rived at by what Husserl called a phenomenologi¬ 
cal reduction which, in the third and final stage of 
reduction, resolved itself that a Transcendental Ego 
was all that we could be certain existed. Husserl, 
however, located these perceptions as experiences 
of the world which included practical, “lived 
moments” and even accounted for states of mind; 
aU these experiences were then identified as objects 
and/or acts by the sovereignty of the Transcen¬ 
dental Ego. 

Heidegger, while convinced of the necessity of 
locating his analysis in experience, very soon 
rejected Husserl’s principal of the Transcendental 
Ego with the assertion that Husserl’s theories 
abandoned their material, everyday topic in the 
name of abstractions. Heidegger reasoned that if 
the everyday world is always the medium through 
which one launches into abstract theory, then 
analysis should take place at the fundamental and 
primordial site of meaning, that which undiscloses 
the everyday world from the beginning. Therefore, 
the existence of human beings in the world is 
always a condition of “fhereness,” of, as a first 
gesture, accounting for the very fact that there is a 
“there,” an existence, of the human being which 
precludes gestures which try to move beyond this 
fact. Dasein is thus a term that Heidegger uses to 
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talk about the “there-being” of human existence 
and human experience of being-in-the-world. It is 
not a term used to value a more authentic “there” 
as opposed to a “here.” The “there” of Dasein is a 
reflection of the very condition of things phenom¬ 
enally existing as a whole. Halfway through Sdn und 
Zeit, Heidegger would further go on to stress the 
“thereness” of being by hyphenating Dasein as Da¬ 
sein. Heidegger wanted to further undercut the 
notion of being separated from any kind of 
originary Being by emphasizing that Da-sein was 
already removed from itself Even though Heideg¬ 
ger departed from the analytic of Dasein as early as 
1936 in Beitrdge zur Philosophie (Contributions to 
Philosophy), and even though he thoroughly 
abandoned it by 1947 in his “Brief iiber den 
Humanismus” (“Letter on Humanism”), the ana¬ 
lytic of Dasein was a postmodern inheritance 
wresded with long after Heidegger proclaimed its 
inefficiency. The analytic of Dasein as it is inherited 
through Sein und ^eit is constituted by three 
elements: world, being-with, and being-in. 

Heidegger’s analysis of the world proceeds 
through what has come to be one of the most 
famous passages in philosophy. In Sein und ^eit 
Heidegger holds that Dasein is in a relationship with 
the outer world {Umwelt) which is not to be 
confused with a “knowing” of the outer world. 
As opposed to an epistemology which would hold 
that subject comes to know the outer world as a 
thing to be comprehended, Heidegger places 
Dasein in direct relation with the world’s unfolding. 
Using Heidegger’s famous example, Dasein does not 
approach a hammer as an object which can be 
reduced to its physical properties or the purposes to 
which it can be put; rather, Dasein hammers. Dasein 
is part of the very existence which leads to an 
explanation of the hammer’s existence. For Hei¬ 
degger, the very question of how the world Itself 
can be proven is invalid because it can only be 
asked by a subject who is already being-in-the- 
world. The question is always already inseparable 
from the conditions under which it can be asked or 
presupposed. 

Heidegger’s other radical maneuver away from 
Husserl is in his notion of being-with {Mitseiri) 
others in the world. Rather than being a solitary 
ego which can apprehend the world or itself as 
such, Dasein’s condition of being-with mediates its 


supposed sovereignty between other subjects in the 
world. Unlike a dialectical method which would 
establish the subject in opposition to others in the 
world (that who one is not), Dasein is seen as one 
among others who are also “there.” Unlike some 
thinkers like Emmanuel Levinas, and to some 
extent Luce Irigaray, who would claim that this 
condition of being-with, the eondition of radical 
alterity to others, is the very condition of an 
authenticity, Heidegger claims that Dasein is 
“authentic” when it can distinguish itself from 
others in the condition of being-with. 

Finally, being-in as such encapsulates what 
Heidegger refers to as “throwness.” Dasein carmot 
be seen as merely a subject that is contained with 
the world, but, rather, as the condition for the 
manifestation of the world. Because the subject 
cannot be delimited as sovereign in being-in-the- 
world, it is “thrown” into a world of uncertainties 
in which Dasein experiences, borrowing from Soren 
Kierkegaard’s analysis, the phenomenon of angst 
(anxiety). Heidegger alleviates some of the anxiety 
of Dasein by insisting that being is always a being- 
toward-death, so that the analytic of the Dasein is 
itself also a realization of the possibility of not being 
“there” as well. For Heidegger, only by opening 
Dasein to the call of its present “thereness” can 
Dasein hear the call toward an authentic resolute¬ 
ness of being-in-the-world. 
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Davidson^ Donald 

b. 1917, Springfield, Massachusetts, USA 
Philosopher 

Davidson works in the Anglo/American or analytic 
tradition and is known for his essays in both the 
philosophy of language and the philosophy of 
mind. These are collected in Inquiries into Truth and 
Interpretation (1984) and Essays on Actions and Events 
(1980) respectively. While the European or con¬ 
tinental tradition has been the primary site of 
postmodern philosophical investigation, Davidson 
is among the few analytic philosophers whose 
writings intersect with postmodern concerns. His 
work has been particularly relevant to postmodern 
debates about deconstruction and theories of 
meaning more generally. (Analytic philosophers 
such as Wittgenstein, J.L. Austin, Stanley CaveU, 
and Richard Rorty also come to mind.) 

Davidson argues that a theory of meaning for 
any given natural language can be best articulated 
in terms of the interpretational strategies of an 
adult completely new to the language in question. 
In the absence of a translation manual or any 
collateral information about the new language, 
how, he asks, must this idealized, “radical” 
interpreter proceed to cope with her unfamiliar 
world? Initially, all she has to go on, and, indeed, 
all she needs, says Davidson, is the development of 
a triangular relationship between (i) the beliefs of 
native speakers expressed as sentences, (ii) the 
features of the world to which the sentences refer, 
and (iii) her attention to (i) and (ii). On Davidson’s 
accoimt, meanings and other beliefs must be 
available, in principle, from the interpreter’s 
external, third-person perspective. This claim runs 
counter to the traditional Cartesian view, whereby 
meanings and other beliefs are the inrur, subjective 
(and potentially faulty) representations or copies of 
the facts of the external, objective world. From this 
traditional view, global scepticism about the 
veracity of our beliefs, and conceptual relativism 
between believers, become coherent concerns. 
Davidson makes the controversial claim that, on 
his model, both possibilities are incoherent. 

Interestingly, Davidson has written little about 
the cormections between his theory of meaning and 
postmodernist theories of lar^age, but the con¬ 


nections have been explored by others. In Literary 
Theory After Davidson (1993) Dasenbrock argues that 
Davidson’s theory of radical interpretation success¬ 
fully responds to Stanley Fish and other post¬ 
modern theorists who argue that the meaning of a 
text is relative to the conceptual schemes of 
indmdual readers. At the metaphUosophical level, 
Richard Rorty has drawn many parallels between 
Davidson and postmodern theorists such as Der¬ 
rida and Heidegger. For example, in Objectivity, 
Relativism and Truth (1991) and Essays on Heidegger and 
Others (1991) Rorty argues that both Davidson and 
(the early) Heidegger, take up a pragmatist 
metaphUosophical stance against the traditional 
epistemological problems of Western philosophy. 
More specifically, both prescribe the goals of 
philosophical theorizing, and language use more 
generally, in terms of “coping with the environ¬ 
ment” rather than “carving nature at its joints.” In 
Rorty’s view, Davidson’s metaphUosophical stance 
is more consistendy pragmatist, than is Heidegger’s. 
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SHARYN CLOUGH 

death of God 

An ironic if not iconic hallmark of a salvation 
system centered on the (self)oblation of God and 
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coaxed into the ablation of God, the death of God 
refers to a process (a) soteriologically-oriented 
albeit in terms atheistic (God’s demise in a 
disenchanted world) or apocalyptic (God born- 
again), and (b) shifting primacy from being to 
language, from a soterio-mythological to a cultural 
utopian conceptuality built on the secular as arena 
of faith. 

Through the dying and rising God mythologem, 
the soteriological approach depicts an heUenistic 
theme, adopted by early Christians foraying into 
metaphysical daubing, and immediately spurned. 
Patripassianism, the doctrine it fostered, held that 
God the Father undergoes the same passion as the 
Son. Condemning the doctrine, orthodoxy fore¬ 
shadows ontotheism. But the theme continues to 
intrigue piety through liturgy and Good Friday 
hymnology: only the God that would die could save 
humankind. As inchoate as it is theologically 
daring, piety’s language, bypassing ontotheism, 
anticipates Luther’s: salvation consists in being 
saved from the obsession of being saved even by God, 
being saved tout court. 

Modified, this theme reappears, even thrives in 
recent speculations about the death of God. With 
the incarnation in Christ, deity is viewed as 
dissolving into humanity. One is hence saved from 
God rather than by God, if one must be saved and 
come into one’s own (as in the views of Altizer and 
Hamilton). Divinity and humanity are opposites 
that: at their zenith, need to be reconciled, even by 
exchanging roles; at their nadir, exclude one 
another. Religion becomes either a vindication of, 
or a revenge upon, God. 

As vindication, humanity undergoes an apoc¬ 
alyptic process of cleavage from divinity through 
which divinity also is annihilated and born again. 
This process is pegged on the primacy of the sacred 
over both divinity and humanity. This primacy, 
now eclipsed through disenchantment, urgently 
needs cathartic recovery. In the end, the world is 
restored to its initial dimension, and existence, 
mended and healed, ultimately regains its sacral 
vocation. Eschatology amounts to reconciling 
opposites, at the expense of their mutual otherness. 
Nothing but God is worth saving. 

As revenge, a thoroughgoing, less imaginative, 
immanentism is another prevailing motive of this 
approach. But because no God is now worth 


saving, immanentism, instead of honoring the 
secular, becomes obsessed with it, ensnaring it into 
secularism, a mere levelling down of transcen¬ 
dence: God, the One, is one too many; derelict, 
Jesus stands as an emblematic figure of the human, 
realizing the death of a superfluous God. Stripped 
of transcendence, immanentism reduces the pur¬ 
suit of salvation to self-salvation. This offshoot of 
Enlightenment-style atheism is impervious to the 
ambivalent metaphoricity of language. Ambiva¬ 
lence and metaphoricity thanks to which language, 
lying beyond the cleavage of theism and atheism, 
cannot warrant whether a God’s eye view of the 
real or any atheistic surrogate thereof 

The cultural approach (as seen in Bultmann, 
van Buren, Cox and Vahanian) accordingly holds 
that no concept of God is debt-free from varying 
cultural presuppositions. Trusted in or not, what¬ 
ever the god, God is a word and belongs to 
language: there is no language to whose unachie¬ 
vement faith could breed immunity No God is 
worshipped that does not become an idol if the 
underlying culture lags behind itself, and fife, bereft 
of its markers, undergoes a mutation. But what 
coUapses and dies, though only a concept, is not 
merely a concept of God. When Jesus speaks of 
rebuilding the temple, he is accused of blasphemy. 
When the spread of Chritianity threatens imperial 
authority, Christianity is charged with atheism. 
From Israel to the church, from a deified emperor 
to the trinity, more is at stake than a mere concept 
of God: to anyone whose God is dead, aU the gods 
are dead. A cultural phenomenon, the death of 
God signifies that our estrangement from the 
Christian tradition is not merely religious (so as to 
be overcome simply through an updated redescrip¬ 
tion of salvation, as in the transition from Middle 
Ages to Reformation). It is also cultural: the matrix 
of self-understanding, in terms of which salvation 
was refigured throughout the Christian tradition, is 
now faced with its culturally motivated disen¬ 
franchisement, scored by Camus when, for the extra 
ecclesiam nulla salus, he substituted: “The world is 
beautiful and outside of it there is no salvation.” 

That with the death of God we cope with a shift 
from one religious paradigm to another has been 
overlooked by most exponents, whether professed 
atheists (Sartre) or accused of atheism (Hegel) or 
theologians emancipated from the shackles of 
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dogma (Bonhoeffer). Ironically, other (including 
Marxist) authors have come around venturing the 
abolition of God entails the very rejection of 
atheism. Only a Christian can be an atheist 
(Bloch). 

Surely, not taking God for granted subverts 
biblical God-talk less than it supports any taken-for- 
granted atheism. Likewise, the meaninglessness of 
the world better comes to grips with the contention 
that - the world being neither without God nor 
divine per se, much less a pawn of some sacral order 
- meaning is a mandate, not a datum. Nor can 
ethical values, even presuming a fixed, given human 
nature, remain normative unless they lead the 
human ahead of itself, beyond nature and history. 

Biblical religion is iconoclastic religion: it is 
iconoclastic of itself Liberated from Egypt, Israel 
has no future if other nations are excluded. 
Pointing to the Promised Land, salvation consists 
not in changing worlds but in changing the world. 
Jesus comes preaching, not salvation, but the 
kingdom of God. Salvation is a misnomer if 
religion should exclude the secular pursuit of a 
new heaven and a new earth, the kingdom of God. 

Therefrom stems the paradigmatic shift, point¬ 
ing that of which language rather than being is the 
body. Favoring interpretation over representation, 
it tips otherwordly soul-oriented into this-worldly, 
secular and body-conscious religiosity. From God 
as precondition of humans to the human as 
proleptic condition of God, this is a shift whose 
shattering of the foundations caught Kierkegaard 
and Nietzsche, the former mourning and denoun¬ 
cing a defunct Christendom, the latter no less 
paradoxically claiming that God is dead ever since 
the Bible reads as an ironic epitaph on this no 
God’s land this world has become. However, this 
mutation is hampered by lingering images of a 
bygone world, lured by a dialectic of the sacred and 
the profane or of being and non-being. Nor has it 
fuUy recovered from the desacralizing and secu¬ 
larly-oriented impact of technology and its coeval 
obliteration of rehgion as a mystique in favor of 
faith as an ethic and therefore of the secular as the 
arena of faith. 
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GABRIEL VAHANIAN 

deconstruction 

Deconstruction is a method, proceeding largely 
from the works of Jacques Derrida, of reading texts 
to reveal conflicts, silences, and fissures. Decon¬ 
struction is both theory and practice, and applies 
most specifically to a mode of reading texts. Thus it 
is slightly differentiated from poststructuralism, 
which, while having conceptual and procedural 
similarities to deconstruction, is more of a philo¬ 
sophy or a point of view. Poststructuralism also has 
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more to do with lingriistics, whereas deconstruc¬ 
tion is a method that can in theory be applied to 
any sort of discipline or cultural product. Decon¬ 
struction is overwhelmingly associated with the 
thought of Jacques Derrida (1930-) and the 
writings of Paul de Man (1919-83). Originally 
centered in philosophy and literary theory it has 
been applied to fields ranging from architecture to 
theology. 

Origin 

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), in calling for an 
end to the Western metaphysical tradition, had 
advanced the concept of Abbau or “unbuilding” 
and had also called for existing concepts to be 
subject to a “destruction” that would strategically 
resituate them. Derrida, an Algerian-born French 
philosopher, borrowed Heidegger’s concepts with 
two major alterations: he removed any vestigial 
romantic poignancy from either the process of 
unbuilding itself or the evocation of the metaphy¬ 
sical tradition, and he made it less an ontological 
task than a process of reading texts. Thus Derrida’s 
idea of “deconstruction” was directed less against 
metaphysical absolutes as such, which Heidegger 
and others had already called into question, but 
against the kind of pure presence, uninflected by 
trace or textuality, that Derrida saw even in work 
as rigorous as that of Edmund Husserl. In his 
reading of Plato’s Phaedrus in Dissmination (1967; 
translated into English as Dissemination, 1978), 
Derrida ends the distinction made in Plato’s 
dialogue between speech, which is privileged 
because it seems a spontaneous product, whereas 
writing is seen as a “poison,” an imposed addition 
which only congeals the presence of speech or 
displays its absence. Derrida reverses these terms, 
seeing writing as the basis of speech, and speech as 
unable to conceptuaEy subsist on its own, but 
falling back into a kind of pervasive textuality or 
arche-writing, as we only know speech because it 
is comprised by language and subject to models of 
linguistic representation. Characteristically, Der¬ 
rida reverses the accustomed hierarchy. He does 
this not to elevate new absolutes of his own but to 
destabilize the given, to advance what he calls 
iterance, a special kind of “difference” that ensures 
that meaning is never quite totally “there.” This 


reversal of hierarchies, though especially apt when 
done in relation to the binary opposition of 
writing and speech, can presumably put any 
existing opposition (for example, wholeness versus 
fragmentation, the internal versus the external) 
imder erasure, revealing that its terms may not be 
nearly as opposed as at first glance. 

Postmodernism 

Deconstruction made its American appearance at a 
conference held at The Johns Hopkins University 
in 1966, called “The Languages of Criticism and 
the Seiences of Man.” The essays of de Man, a 
Belgian-born American academic, helped popular¬ 
ize Derrida’s work. But de Man did not see 
deconstruction in quite the same way as did 
Derrida. Whereas Derrida tended to see decon¬ 
struction as a method applied by an interpreter 
outside the text to disrupt its repressive and 
arbitrary hierarchies, de Man imputed to the text 
some sort of inner wisdom that enabled it, in 
advance, to know its own flaws. In other words, 
texts deconstructed themselves. So de Man could 
say of Derrida’s deconstruction of the thought of 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78) that Derrida had 
exposed nothing not already known by Rousseau 
himself, at least as author if not necessarily as 
historical individual. What de Man termed “the 
linguistics of literariness” lay in this sort of textual 
self-exposure. Works which seemed unified and 
referring to an external object or referent were in 
fact self-fissuring. 

By the early 1970s, de Man, Derrida, and J. 
HiUis MUler were all teaching at Yale University. 
Deconstruction became virtually synonymous with 
the “Yale School.” While retaining the traditional 
Anglo-American focus on close scrutiny of literary 
texts, the Yale School stressed that these texts could 
not be reduced to a single meaning, and that their 
foiled referentiality generated a space where 
interpretation wandered productively within the 
matrix of instability constituted by both reader and 
text. The Yale School was often accused of being 
apolitical, lacking the radical associations of its 
original French milieu. Yet deconstruction was 
eagerly adopted by feminist critics such as Barbara 
Johnson and African-Americanists such as Henry 
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Louis Gates Jr., and its critique of logocentrism 
was often seen as a political one. 

Deconstruction met fierce resistance from con¬ 
servative academics, who attacked it as a foreign, 
European virus of jargon and obfuscation that 
threatened long-established literary certainties. 
Ironically, though, as de Man’s one-time student 
Anselm Haverkamp pointed out, deconstruction is 
more popular in America than in Europe, and may 
echo what is deemed to be American culture’s 
embrace of the new, the different, and the 
culturally pluralistic. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, two things 
happened to deconstruction. The term itself, 
beyond its application to almost every academic 
and artistic sphere, became very -widely dissemi¬ 
nated in the mainstream media, with references to 
“deconstructing” fashion, cuisine, and so on. While 
making the concept much more familiar to the 
public, this inevitably dissipated some of its 
academic momentum. In 1987, de Man’s possible 
youthful collaboration with the Nazis was revealed, 
which accelerated deconstruction’s large-scale re¬ 
placement as the dominant trend in American 
academia by historicism and cultural studies. 
Nonetheless, these methods were themselves in¬ 
conceivable without Derrida and deconstraction. 

See also: pkarmakon 
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Deleuze, Gilles 

b. 18 January 1925, Paris; d. 4 November 
1995, Paris 

Philosopher 

The French philosopher Gilles Deleuze was most 
often associated with a non-Hegelian “philosophy 
of difference” that is in some ways similar to the 
work of Jacques Derrida, though Deleuze’s 
inspiration has always been Nietzschean rather 
than Heideggerian and his critical method bears 
little overt resemblance to deconstruction. He 
wrote many idiosyncratic studies of historical 
figures out of the mainstream of postwar French 
philosophy, including Hume, Bergson, and Spi¬ 
noza, before proposing his own complex and 
interdisciplinary image of thought, which he called 
“transcendental empiricism,” in Difference and 
Repetition and The Logic of Sense. Soon after this he 
encountered the militant psychoanalyst Felix 
Guattari, -with whom he collaborated on four 
books over the next two decades, including the 
1972 French bestseller Anti-Oedipus, which estab¬ 
lished their notoriety, A Thousand Plateaus and What 
is Philosophy?, a bestseller in 1991. Before and 
between his works with Guattari, Deleuze wrote a 
number of aesthetic studies, including influential 
books on Proust, on the painter Francis Bacon and 
on cinema, and a study of Michel Foucault, his 
long-time friend and ally. He taught at the 
Universite de Paris VIII (Vincennes/St Denis) 
from 1969 until his retirement in 1987. In 
November 1995, no longer able to -write as a result 
of a worsening pulmonary illness, Deleuze took his 
o-wn life by leaping from the window of his Paris 
apartment. In many of the hommages that followed, 
he was lauded as France’s last great philosopher. 

Deleuze’s career dates back to 1945, though he 
did not become influential in France imtil the 1962 
publication of Metzsche and Philosophy and his work 
did not become a common point of reference in 
Anglophone critical circles until the early 1990s, 
when his major solo works were finally translated. 
His thought is difficult to assimilate to any of the 
major theoretical orthodoxies, even those -with 
which he shares some points of reference like 
deconstruction and postmodernism. Indeed, de¬ 
spite his long-standing friendship -with Jean-Fran- 
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5 ois Lyotard, Deleuze never showed any direct 
interest in the issues of modernity and postmo- 
dernity or the oft-proclaimed end of history 
and the closure of metaphysics. Likewise, despite 
his friendship and alliance with Foucault, Deleuze 
never adopted the empirical method of studying 
historical discursive practices that has proven so 
influential on the new historicism and other critical 
approaches. His consistent project, rather, was 
always the revitalization of philosophy itself, 
conceived as the art of creating concepts and not 
as a logical calculus, legitimator of science or 
doctrine of reflection. His work is always alErma- 
tive even when it is critical, and never privileges 
any model of thought for very long, particularly not 
the textual model of deconstruction. 

Since Deleuze rarely if ever explicitly invokes 
the problematics of modernism and postmo¬ 
dernism, his relevance to postmodern issues and 
strategies is necessarily indirect but not inconse¬ 
quential (as Bogue, among others, has shown). 
That relevance arises from three aspects of his 
thought that are all derived from his rigorous 
development of the linked concepts of difference 
and immanence: attention to the “outside of 
thought” that makes thought possible, but in a 
profoundly non-mimetic way; hostility toward the 
forms of totality and unity resulting from dialectical 
synthesis (but not toward aU forms of totalization 
and individuation); and his anti-Platonic theory of 
simulacra (which predates that of Jean Baudril- 
lard by several years). For Deleuze, thought always 
begins outside itself, as an intensive force or impact 
upon the stable body of already constituted 
thought, to which thought reacts, not by represent¬ 
ing the force mimeticaUy, but by resonating with 
the force without resembling it. Thought does not 
consist in agreement or consensus among the 
faculties of the mind, say the match of a sensory 
image or stimulus (an aroma) with a rational 
concept (food), but in the relay of force from one 
faculty to another, in each of which the force takes 
on an irreducibly different form. No faculty is 
privileged in relation to the others, and thought 
itself is not transcendent in relation to the forces 
that it relays; rather, thought and its outside relate 
in a plane of immanence. This relay is the basis 
for Deleuze’s “transcendental empiricism,” his 
rebuttal to Kant’s critical philosophy: thought is 


founded not in the agreement of several faculties, 
but in their disagreement, their inability to reach 
consensus on the force which reveals the faculties’ 
productive divergence. Each faculty can function 
under a model of consensus, but only reaches its 
singular power when it is raised to its disjunctive 
usage, when it finds an object only it can encounter. 
For example, in Kant’s sublime (which is also 
central to Lyotard’s conception of postmodernity), 
reason finds its limit-object in the infinite which 
cannot be represented in an image by the 
imagination or the memory. These encounters 
which are productive of thought follow no rule, nor 
does the resonance which communicates differ¬ 
ence. The outside of thought is not a thing, a 
concept or a generality, but difference in itself, the 
paradox of universal singularity. 

From this radically singular and differential 
conception of thought follows Deleuze’s hostility 
toward totality and unity as static and hierarchical 
structures. If classical thought can be characterized 
broadly as the philosophy of unity, consensus and 
totality and modern thought as a form of nostalgia 
for these now-lost values, the two together 
corresponding to what Derrida calls the meta¬ 
physics of presence, then Deleuze’s philosophy 
of difference escapes from both these horizons and 
as such shares important features with avowedly 
postmodern philosophies like Lyotard’s. The rela¬ 
tion of a whole or totality and its parts, in the 
classical philosophy that culminates in Hegel’s 
phenomenology, is ultimately dialectical: the parts, 
by coming into necessary relation with each other, 
negate each other as separate elements and resolve 
their suhordinate differences into the high-order 
unity of the whole or totality. They are parts 
because they form a whole, and it is a whole 
because it brings the parts into unity. In modern 
thought, this whole or totality is no longer given (in 
the form of God, truth, Man, the state, and so on) 
but must be reconstituted as fuFy as possible from 
its scattered parts in accordance with the ancient 
dialectical model. The totality, though missing, is 
stiU the transcendent regulative agency. In post¬ 
modern thought, this regulative totality is an 
illusion that serves only to provide cover for 
totalitarian terror and the reduction and exploita¬ 
tion of difference, and thus must be abjured 
wherever it direatens to reappear. In Deleuze’s 
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work, on the other hand, the concept of totality 
retains a minimal and strategic value: totalities are 
produced alongside their parts, as another part and 
not as a transcendent law, according to the 
Sartrean idea of totalization, the immanent 
process of assembling diverse parts into a func¬ 
tional theoretical tool. The “universal history” of 
capitalism as a process of coding and decoding in 
chapter three of Anti-Oedipus is one such totaliza¬ 
tion, as are the competing narratives of emancipa¬ 
tion or progress criticized by Lyotard. These 
totalizations are peripheral totalities which function 
as strategic and heuristic tools, both on the side of 
domination (or paranoia) and on the side of 
liberation (or schizophrenia), and must be distin¬ 
guished according to their effects. Such distinction 
is the task of schizo analysis or nomadology, 
which Deleuze and Guattari outline and exemplify 
in Anti-Oedipus and A Thousand Plateaus. 

This analytic process necessitates the breaking 
down of existing totalities, including the state, the 
party and the sovereign subject, into their compo¬ 
nent parts, the singularities or desiring machines 
that constitute for Deleuze (and Guattari) the 
productive forms of individuation (see desiring 
machine). Desiring machines are not essences but 
forces, modeled on Nietzsche’s will to power, that 
exist only in relation to one another. They are not 
unified individual subjects, but pre-subjective 
“molecular” flows or drives that can connect with 
other flows to form aggregate or “molar” struc¬ 
tures. The individual subject of self-conscious 
reflection is one of these possible aggregates, but 
it is only a surface effect of the desiring machines 
and does not transcend or unify them; the subject is 
merely another part at the same level of imma¬ 
nence as the parts of which it is constructed, and 
enjoys no metaphysical privilege or stability over 
other forms of aggregation. The subject’s desiring 
machines are not to be interpreted to determine 
their meanings, as in psychoanalysis, but distin¬ 
guished in terms of their functions. Deleuze and 
Guattari’s aim is not necessarily to abolish the 
subject, but to open up a range of other possible 
structures, to free desire and thought from the 
constraints of the exclusionary, normative privilege 
the subject claims. Ultimately, they seek to 
proliferate models of thought and action that 
escape the reductions of the dialectic and its binary 


oppositions, opening instead onto the infinite, 
immanent connections of the rhizome or differ¬ 
ential multiplicity. 

The subject is constraining or repressive because 
it is both dialectically structured in opposition to 
the object (according to Hegel’s logic of the 
Master and the Slave) and organically bound to the 
originary model of ideal interiority it copies. From 
this doubly limiting condition, Deleuze extracts a 
logic that evades the dialectic of origin and object: 
the logic of the simulacrum. Plato, Deleuze claims, 
considers the image of the Idea of Beauty in the 
soul of the committed lover a “copy” of the Idea, 
because it bears witness to its origin in and 
resemblance to that Idea. The false lover has no 
such image in her/his soul, and therefore does not 
really love; the false lover “simulates” love in that 
s/he bears an image that appears to manifest the 
love of Beauty inspired by its Idea, but has no 
internal relation to the Idea. In the true lover, the 
image resembles and preserves the Idea, while in 
the false lover there is no real resemblance, just an 
aggression directed at the Idea. The Platonic 
method then requires a judge, whose responsibility 
it is to assess the quality of resemblance of a 
claimant to the Idea whose image s/he would 
possess. The logic of the simulacrum does not 
invert the relation between original and copy, 
making the copy primary, but rather inverts or 
suspends the judgment between copy and simula¬ 
crum. If that initial judgment is suspended or 
eliminated, as in the case of the simulacrum, then 
the exclusive binary opposition that grounds 
Platonism (and, by extension, the metaphysics of 
presence that follows from Plato’s idealism to 
Hegel’s dialectic and beyond) becomes inclusive 
and diversifies to embrace the multiple shadings of 
irreducible difference. The logic of the simulacrum 
occupies an important place in Deleuze’s aes¬ 
thetics, as it does in the work of more typical 
postmodern thinkers like Baudrihard, though for 
Deleuze the simulacrum is not a marker of 
contemporary media culture as it is for BaudiiUard 
but rather a continuous potential coexisting with 
the copy throughout the history of philosophy. In 
later works Deleuze tends to replace the term 
“simulacrum” with “agencemenf’ or “assemblage.” 

These resemblances do not mean that Deleuze’s 
work is merely a variation on common postmodern 
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themes and strategies. Indeed, many central 
aspects of his work run counter to the dominant 
models of postmodern theory. First and most 
significantly, Deleuze grants no particular priority 
to the binary structure of the sign and its 
articulation through the text or screen, as do 
Derrida in his grammatology, Lyotard in his 
account of language games and BaudriUard in his 
panegyric on the media. Deleuze is as likely to 
draw models of thought and subjectivity from 
astronomy, physics or biology as from linguistics or 
anthropology, but aU these models are used merely 
as points of passage rather than privileged indices 
of structure or its undoing. Second, Deleuze does 
not theorize the present historical situation nega¬ 
tively, as the “end,” “coUapse” or “closure” of 
anything, because he does not view time as a linear 
progression but as a series of discontinuous 
potentials whose direction and speed vary unpre- 
dictably from moment to moment. Dominant 
models of postmodernism tend to present the 
present cultural/political crisis as resulting from the 
“coUapse” of master narratives or value systems 
like metaphysical presence or human emancipa¬ 
tion, but such a collapse can only be understood 
from within those narratives/systems as their final 
moment. Perhaps Deleuze’s most flagrant devia¬ 
tion from postmodern orthodoxy stems from this 
novel view of time, which supports his relatively 
recent claim that he and Guattari remained 
Marxist (though not party-alEliated) in the face of 
an increasingly self-satisfied neo-liberalism or 
post-Marxism. The major French figures in the 
postmodern debate, including Lyotard and Bau- 
driUard, have very publicly renounced Marxism 
and even denounced it as a form of domination 
complicit with modernism; Deleuze, on the other 
hand, always affirmed and acted on his belief that 
communal liberatory action was possible even 
within a theoretical horizon structured by differ¬ 
ence, a belief that was founded on his experience of 
May 1968 in Paris and strengthened by his 
involvement with political causes ranging from 
French prison reform and Palestinian self-determi¬ 
nation to the Italian Autonomia movement orga¬ 
nized by his friend Toni Negri. 

If postmodern thought tends toward an aban¬ 
donment of collective radical commitment, as 
many commentators (including Guattari) claim. 


then Deleuze is not postmodern, but this does not 
mean that his commitment is simply modern or 
classical either. Like other contemporary thinkers 
who fall outside the dialectic of modernism/ 
postmodernism, including Negri and Bruno La- 
tour, he can most accurately be described as 
“amodern”: critical of the vertiginous and immo¬ 
bilizing irony of the postmodern and of the 
reductive impasses of the modern as well, in the 
name of an unforeseeable future he called “the 
untimely.” 

See also: mimesis 
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Literary theorist 

The legacy of Paul de Man, literary theorist and 
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icon of deconstruction, has become increasingly 
contested since his death. A member of the Yale 
School critics, de Man was born in Belgium, where 
he served as an editor of the liberal student journal 
Cahiers du Libre Examen while studying chemistry at 
the Free University of Brussels. From 1940-2 he 
wrote literary and cultural articles for the coUa- 
borationist Le Soir, pieces that have been sur¬ 
rounded by much controversy since their 
rediscovery in 1987. After spending some years in 
publishing, de Man emigrated to the United States, 
where he received a Ph.D. in Comparative 
Literature from Flarvard (1960), then taught at 
Cornell University until he joined the Yale faculty 
in 1970. Generally oriented towards the Romantic 
period, his writings focus both on literary figures 
like Baudelaire, Flolderlin, Kleist, Mallarme, 
Proust, Rilke, Rousseau, Shelley, Wordsworth, 
and Yeats, and philosophical writers like Flegel, 
Kant, Locke, Nietzsche, Pascal, Schiller, and again 
Rousseau, as well as twentieth-century movements 
in criticism, de Man’s treatment of literature and 
philosophy is complementary; while he finds theses 
in literature, he likewise reveals figures in philoso¬ 
phy. 

Although de Man’s career underwent various 
temporal transformations, one could divide it more 
starkly into a period concerned primarily with the 
operations of language, and one that focused on 
the foundations of politics. This opposition is 
blurred, however, since reading any of de Man’s 
essays will reveal that whichever focus appears to 
the eye, the other is also implicitly involved. 
Indeed, it is always through the auspices of 
“reading” - a term that, like all those important 
to de Man’s work, is not employed in the ordinary 
sense - that both are investigated. 

The problems associated with “reading” the 
literary' text, rather than, say, simply perceiving it as 
an aesthetic object, emerge as a concern even in de 
Man’s first book. Blindness and Insight. During the 
course of criticizing both the New Critics’ and 
continental phenomenologists’ approaches to the 
literary' work, de Man reveals his indebtedness to 
the two schools and elucidates the insights 
concealed within the blindspots of their texts 
(1983: 102-3). In “Form and Intent in the 
American New Criticism,” de Man accuses the 
formalism of writers like Wimsatt and Beardsley of 


“naturalizing” the literary text into an object of 
aesthetic contemplation through eliminating the 
intentional operations of the author. Rather than 
dismissing authorial intent, de Man insists on re¬ 
incorporating hermeneutics, or the search for 
referential significance, into formal analysis, despite 
the interference that the formal surface of the text 
presents to hermeneutic epistemological under¬ 
standing. This essay presents a nascent version of 
the dualities — and undecidabBities — that recur in 
de Man’s work. While “Form and Intent” main¬ 
tains the necessity of considering the intentional 
author in interpreting a text, the following essay, on 
“Ludwig Binswanger and the Sublimation of Self,” 
qualifies tliis claim by warning the critic against 
conceiving such a creator as an experiential 
subject. 

In “Excuses (Confessions),” the final chapter of 
Allegories of Reading, the posited disparities befiveen 
production and reception, and between the formal 
and referential aspects of the text, become even 
more pronounced. Here we find in use the term 
“irony,” first employed seriously in “The Rhetoric 
of Temporality.” Marked in that essay by its 
temporal complementarity with allegory, “irony” 
is finally “defined” in the 1977 lecture “The 
Concept of Irony” as “the permanent parabasis of 
the allegory of tropes...” (1996: 179). This 
“parabasis,” or interruption, affects the narrative 
coherence of a system of tropes, which for de Man 
are never merely decorative, but always epistemo¬ 
logically determined. Irony thus emerges to under¬ 
cut the scene of any totalized cognition. In 
“Excuses,” de Man treats an incident in which 
Rousseau, accused of stealing a ribbon, in response 
“excused [himself] upon the first thing that offered 
itself” (1979: 288), the innocent maidservant 
Marion, thus condemning her instead of himself. 
Adopting the performative/constative distinction 
from speech act theory and the texts ofJ.L. Austin, 
de Man transmutes the differentiation into perfor¬ 
mative/cognitive. After providing several explana¬ 
tions that claim to “understand” Rousseau’s 
actions, de Man introduces the possibility that the 
sound “Marion” might not signify at all; this 
performative’s lack of referentiality would provide 
the best excuse for Rousseau, but at the same time, 
once uttered within the particular context, neces¬ 
sarily engenders the entire chain of cognitive 
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accountings that de Man had already rehearsed, de 
Man then extrapolates from the word “Marion” to 
fiction itself, claiming that it too is caught between 
the performative and cognitive functions. 

de Man’s discussions of teaching - a sphere in 
which he himself was greatly revered {Yale French 
Studies) - provide one locus where language and 
politics coincide. In “Aesthetic Formalization in 
Kleist,” he postulates that “the SchUlerian aesthetic 
categories, whether we know it or not, are still the 
taken-for-granted premises of our own pedagogi¬ 
cal, historical, and political ideologies” (1984: 266). 
In order to be teachable, literature must be 
formalized, but this formalization will always prove 
false to the nature of the text, in which the 
insatiable logic of the proof collides with the 
rhetorical function of language; indeed, de Man 
sees the pitfall of “aesthetic education as the 
articulation of history with formally arrived-at 
truth” (1984: 276). When de Man then explains 
in The Resistance to Theory how literary theory resists 
itself in the form of language, or rather, in the form 
of the tropological dimension of language (rhetoric) 
that exceeds the formalization of grammar and 
logic (the other two elements of the classical tridwii), 
the same formalization that would be necessary for 
theory to reach the status of a science - so that “the 
resistance to theory is in fact a resistance to 
reading... ” (1986: 15) - we discover that reading 
itself represents the stumbling block of pedagogy. 

The concern with history that appears in 
“Aesthetic Formalization” finds an expanded for¬ 
mulation in the late essays and lectures collected in 
Aesthetic Ideology, where de Man insists on the term 
“materiality,” rarely used in his earlier writings, as 
a way of reconceiving the resistance of the text or 
the true “event.” Not to be confused with the 
related phrase “historical materialism,” although 
undoubtedly alluding to it, materiality is analyzed 
through the privileged example of Kant’s Critique of 
Judgment, and identified with the disarticulation of 
phenomenal cognition through the pure materi¬ 
ality of an aesthetic surface, but above all, “of the 
letter” (1996: 90). It finally transpires that Kant’s 
materialism is what Schiller, in constructing an 
aesthetic ideology that imposed itself on succeeding 
generations, had overlooked. As de Man reveals in 
a crucial three pages from “Kant and Schiller” 


(1996: 132-4) that recall his early discussions of 
literary history, aU truly critical philosophy, aU 
philosophy that could be called an event, engages 
in “the passage from trope to performative” (1996: 
133) that materiality engenders, but is always 
subject to the danger of SchiUerian reinscription. 
The question that remains: can de Man’s own texts 
resist such ideologization? 
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BERNADETTE MEYLER 

Derrida, Jacques 

b. 15 July 1930, El-Biar, near Algiers, 
Algeria 

Philosopher 

Jacques Derrida’s work is a critical engagement 
with phenomenology and structuralism, the 
major oppositional philosophical discourses in the 
1960s in France. Situating himself within the 
lineage of Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), 
Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), Martin Heidegger 
(1889-1976), Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), Ferdi¬ 
nand de Saussure (1857-1913) and Emmanuel 
Levinas (1906-96), Derrida addresses {and chan¬ 
nels to different directions) some of the main 
questions in Western philosophy, questions relat¬ 
ing to the nature of language and human knowl¬ 
edge, the possibility of truth, the determination of 
Being, and the legitimation of philosophy as an 
episteme. Despite the strong (sometimes even 
impassioned) reaction they have instigated, his 
readings of texts from both the philosophical and 
the literary tradition have been most influential in 
areas as diverse as philosophy, literary criticism, 
cultural studies, sociology, anthropology, his¬ 
tory, feminist and critical legal studies. 

Though Derrida is highly critical of any “posts” 
and “isms,” what is more, of any attempt to 
stabilize under a label what he perceives in terms of 
a movement (a “jet/ty”), his work needs to be 
appreciated within the wider postmodern critique 
of the western enKghtenment tradition (see post¬ 
modernity), a critique which is primarily the 


dialogue of this tradition with itself. Indeed, it is in 
his interrogation of the constitutive limits of the 
enlightenment (see Aujkldruug) and his insistence 
on forcing it to take responsibility for its discourse 
that his major contribution as a postmodern 
thinker lies. 

Derrida emerged into the philosophical scene by 
situating himself in a space which has always been 
treated with suspicion within philosophy, namely, 
writing. The task he set himself in his earliest works 
{La soix et le phenomene, De la grammatologie, L’ecriiure et 
la dijference aU in 1967, La dissemination and Marges de 
la philosophie, 1972) was to trace the genealogy of 
this suspicion, demonstrating the interests it has 
served from Plato (427-347 bc) to Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau (1712-78), Saussure, Husserl and Claude 
Levi-Strauss (1908-). For Derrida, the deprecation 
of writing points to a forgotten primal scene within 
the history of Western philosophy, a scene respon¬ 
sible, in his view, not only for the historicity of this 
history (its inscription in linear time) but also for 
the logocentric direction of it, in other words, its 
positing of logos (truth, reason, law) and the self¬ 
revelation of logos in speech as its telos, the final 
destination in its itinerary. Indeed, it is this sending 
of logos to itself through a medium deemed 
transparent (the voice) that Derrida wishes to 
intercept by challenging aU communicational 
models of language which bracket off the mediat¬ 
ing operation of the signifier and bind meaning to 
(a) destination. In his detailed readings of texts by 
Etienne CondiUac (1715—80), J. L. Austin (1911- 
60) and Husserl, among others, he demonstrates 
the extent to which such models are indebted to 
what he calls a metaphysics of presence (that 
is, to a determination of both meaning and Being 
in terms of an inherent, self-same, self-sufficient 
plenitude) and to an economy of the proper 
centered around the privileging of property (that 
is, naming and the name as the property of “Man”, 
meaning as the property of language, subjectivity 
as self-possession), propriety (competence, knowing 
the rules of “correct” linguistic performance) and 
cleanliness {proprete in French, keeping meaning 
pure of any logic of contamination). This is 
precisely the reason why his critique of the 
logocentric course of philosophy takes the form of 
a concern with what is “improper” in hgos (in all 
the above senses), what hoUows it out from within 
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introducing mance {“destinerrance” as he puts it) into 
its march as philosophy. It is this interior hollow¬ 
ness, this constitutive weakness that was forgotten 
at the origin of Western philosophy, according to 
Derrida, a hollowness the memory^ of which, as he 
emphasizes, cannot simply be recovered but which 
he insists on (re)-calling under a plurality of names 
(such as writing, mark, margin, trace, dijferance, 
metaphor, and so on). 

Derrida’s intervention in the postmodern debate 
concerning the value of enlightenment logos con¬ 
sists, then, in an invitation to re-think it from a 
position other than the ones it has sanctioned; a 
call, in other words, to re-inscribe it in a language 
which puts its mastery at stake by forcing it to 
acknowledge its limits. This is, in fact, the 
operation of what Derrida calls deconstruction. 
Though the term has exceeded the specific context 
in which Derrida employs it and has repeatedly 
been misconstrued as an assault against all forms of 
reasoning, deconstruction (as Derrida uses it) is an 
active movement (rather than a method) which, by 
chasing meaning to its aporias (see aporia), seeks 
to demonstrate its dependence on that irreducible 
alterity which refuses it further passage {poros 
means passage in Greek). Derrida’s insistence on 
drawing attention to those forces (for example, 
iterabdity, differance, trace, and so on) incessantly 
grafting the other onto the body of the same, 
constitutes, perhaps, the most sustained interroga¬ 
tion of a tradition (reaching up to structuralism) 
centered around an oppositional understanding of 
difference. As some of his critics have emphasized, 
this interrogation is the mark of an ethical concern 
on the part of Derrida, a concern with relating to 
the other in ways that do not appropriate its 
otherness. It is in this light that one needs to see the 
multiplicity of codes that he inscribes on the body 
of his works, his resistance to interpretabdity/ 
translatability, his obsessive use, finally, of a number 
of hybrids (for example, arche-writing, arche- 
trace, pharmakou, hymen, supplement, parer- 
gon, and so on) the “quasi”-transcendental status 
of which remains a controversial issue in discus¬ 
sions of his writings. 

Though for a long time deconstruction has 
constituted the main ground on which his work has 
been discussed, since the mid-1980s interest in 
Derrida has shifted towards the theoretical and 


practical implications of his grammatology, a 
science (in as much as it is systematic, though its 
system remains open to undecidability) which seeks 
to move beyond the phonocentrism (the privdeging 
of speech) of Saussurian semiotics. The necessity 
of the closure of the book and of a new 
understanding of writing as any experience/event 
that dispenses with its origin is, perhaps, the most 
radical suggestion of Derrida’s grammatology the 
impact of which is yet to be appreciated in such 
areas as postmodernist literature, art, fdm, perfor¬ 
mance and media studies. 

Derrida’s relationship to history and politics has 
given rise to much controversy in the context of 
critical evaluations of his writings. Even in as early 
a work as Of Grammatology, however, Derrida is 
careful to emphasize that logocentrism is a highly 
specific historical formation which cannot be 
perceived in isolation from Western ethnocentrism 
and the project of colonization. What is more, in 
works such as Dissemination, Glas, The Postcard. From 
Socrates to Freud and Beyond and The Politics of 
Friendship, he demonstrates the extent to which 
Western logocentrism depends on the phaUocentric 
privileging of filiation (filiation as the exchange of 
the Word between father and son) and insemina¬ 
tion (hence Derrida’s emphasis on dissemina¬ 
tion as the scattering of the father’s seed). Though 
largely neglected in treatments of his work, such 
concerns open up the space for a better under¬ 
standing of what is at stake in postmodernist 
engagements with the enlightenment and inscribe 
the event ^Derrida into the stigma {qua distinguish¬ 
ing mark and seff-effacing trace) of postmodernism; 
if postmodernism is, as has been argued, the 
historical moment of a culture’s prise-de-conscience. 

See also: white mythology 
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MARIA MARGARONI 

desire 

Desire is a word before it is a thing. It is as the 
concept of desire facets itself on the plane of 
consciousness that the subject who desires and the 
object of her desire are defined. You are what you 
desire. This is why desire is a word before it is a 
thing. Desire is the possibility of satisfaction in 
language, through language. To desire sex is to be 
in language, to desire the image of the other, an 
image of the other, rather than the raw, in itself 
other that you wiU never know and that he wiU 
never be either for you or for himself 

Desire is the vital force of creativity, because 
desire imagines its objects. Desire imagines ideal 
objects and has to face discrepancies with ordinari¬ 
ness. And so, desire rethinks itself on finite terms; 
and rethinks itself again, and celebrates its 
necessary and arbitrary constructiveness. The 
equivocal subject always under construction desires 
without end because desire is a word, and language 
is a sublimated terrain of nature. 

Desire is a word in a world is all that is the case. 
Thus, to desire is to think, to speak, to write, to 
read: in sum, it is to live in a world that knows no 
other world. 

NOELLE VAHANIAN 

desiring machine 

Man is a technical man whose technology reflects 
the social and political mechanics involved in the 
formation of how he desires and in the construc¬ 


tion of what he desires. Man is more than a 
desiring animal, he is a desiring machine-man 
made to desire, to desire amorously, patriotically, 
capitalistically. With two hands to assemble what is 
into what becomes he creates his social and 
political position in the economy of the world. 
With two hands desire becomes a market economy, 
no longer innocent or gratified instantly, no longer 
born of a subject intending an object. With two 
hands man exceeds himself as a thinking substance, 
unsetdes the metaphysical primacy of the thinking 
subject and puts him to work for another than his 
fantasized noumenal 1. To desire is to work for an 
infrastructure, according to an ideology. Man never 
desires in his sole interest; the two hands that shape 
his desires are not reaching from nature to culture, 
they are already cultured, obeying the permeable 
spirit of a man baptized in language. Man desires 
in the interest of another, of the other, and it is 
while creating assemblages of things as MAN- 
HORSE-STIRRUP rather than names or faces, 
subjects and objects that desire eomes to its fullest 
expression as an impersonal and imperceptible 
mechanical force. 

The desiring machine, then, overcomes the 
subject of enunciation who posits an object of 
desire, and by so doing perpetually creates a plane 
of immanence to manifest the pre-subjective 
unconscious of a becoming subject whose role 
transforms into that of a demure woman. It is only 
when the subject becomes woman, imperceptible, 
impersonal, when it overcomes its metaphysical 
bent for identity and unicity that he truly speaks 
desire. Hence, it is only as an imaginary desiring 
machine eluding the symbolic that the technologi¬ 
cal man builds the real. 

NOELLE VAHANIAN 

Dewey, John 

b. 20 October 1859, Burlington, Ver¬ 
mont, USA; d. 1 June 1952, New York, 
USA 

Philosopher, educator, and essayist 

John Dewey began his academic life as a high- 
school teacher. He eventually went on to hold 
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faculty positions at Columbia University and at the 
University of Chicago, where he founded the 
Laboratory School and was involved in Jane 
Addams’s Hull House. 

Dewey is usually grouped with the other 
American pragmatists, C.S. Pierce and William 
James. Dewey imparted his own particular brand 
to American pragmatism, however, by arguing that 
the problems of philosophy; and the practice of 
philosophy itself, should be aimed at the ameliora¬ 
tion of social conditions and the reform of 
American society. 

In philosophy, he is most famous for his 
emphasis on, and theorizing about, the “spectator 
theory of knowledge” and his reconceptualization 
of truth as warranted assertabHity. Dewey was 
initially drawn to a version of Hegelian idealism, 
but eventually found himself involved in struggles 
to undermine the traditional dualisms of modern 
philosophy: art/knowledge; subject/object; pri¬ 
vate/public. Dewey’s attack on the modern project 
begins with his attack on the Cartesian search for 
certainty, the presumed “private” nature of con¬ 
sciousness and experience, and the ideal of knowl¬ 
edge as a match between the “private” contents of 
consciousness and a public and material world. 
According to Dewey, the “paltry” conception of 
experience as discrete and isolatable sensory events 
could lead only to an insupportable subjectivism, 
and, Dewey argued, it was a conception of 
experience that did not come from experience 
itself Our experience of the world, Dewey claimed, 
was not the experience of an alienated and distinct 
“subject” cut off from a world of objects. Rather, a 
process of sufferings and undergoings ties the 
subject and object together; the human organism 
is a unity of consciousness and body, implicated 
and connected to the natural world as a part of it, 
rather than a distanced spectator. Truth, which 
Dewey (quoting Emerson) claimed was “found 
along the highway,” was simply a claim that was 
warranted on the basis of its context and its 
evidence, thus tying knowledge to evidence and 
experimentalism. 

Dewey’s writings on education and art are also 
built upon this understanding of the interaction of 
human experience and the “objective” world. 
Dewey’s reforms in education stressed the impor¬ 
tance of practical actmty as a form of knowledge. 


and the importance of working from the basis of 
students’ interests as motivating forces in educa¬ 
tion. Dewey’s discussions of art emphasize the ways 
in which art is, like science, a mode of inquiry that 
allows human intelligence to work on and 
construct experience, and, subsequently, draws on 
this funded experience to reshape future experi¬ 
ences. 

Finally, it is Dewey’s attempts to undermine the 
increasing professionalism of philosophy that goes 
most unnoticed. Recognizing the ways that dis- 
ciplinar)' boundaries reinforced academic and 
social hierarchy, Dewey’s diagnosis of professional 
philosophy presages later discussions of the “end of 
philosophy.” 
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MARIANNE JANACK 

Dialectic of Enlightenment 

Dialectic of Englightment (original title Dialektik der 
Aujkldrun^ is a work co-authored by Frankfurt 
School critical theorists, Theodor Adorno and 
Max Horkheimer, and whose thesis posits the 
self-destruction of enlightenment due to its one¬ 
sided, or instrumental, conception of reason. 

Dialectic of Enlightenment is the product of discus¬ 
sions between Adorno and Horkheimer during 
their exile in California. Published in 1947, the 
work remained relatively obscure in English-speak¬ 
ing countries until the 1960s, when it was reissued. 
Often read as a provocative fusion of Marx, 
Nietzsche, and Freud, Dialectic of Enlightenments 
pessimistic appraisal of the Enlightenment project 
has led to more recent comparisons with other 
Nietzsche-inspired and postmodern critics of the 
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Enlightenment; most notably, Michel Foucault. 
However, there are important aspects of Dialectic of 
Enlightenment that serve to distance it from such 
comparisons, as well. 

The central argument of Dialectic of Enlightenment 
is that reason itself has become irrational through 
its inability to become conscious of itself. Adorno 
and Horkheimer focus their critique on what they 
call instrumental, or analytical reason (Kant’s 
“understanding,” or Verstand). Instrumental reason 
is an umeflective form of rationality that strips 
thought of its cognitive content, privileging instead 
a means-ends calculation that abstracts, quantifies, 
and thus renders equivalent - or in Adorno’s 
terms, identical - the various properties under 
consideration. Such a critique of reason is not 
unlike Marx’s critique of exchange: in it, the excess, 
or surplus, is precisely what needs to be repressed 
in order for the identification or exchange to work. 
Against this instrumental form of reason Adorno 
and Horkheimer posit an alternative form, what 
they call substantive reason (or reason proper, 
Vernunft). This latter restores to thought the 
negative, or “other,” of thinking, and can be 
described as dialectical. It is important to note that 
it is not the dialectical aspect of enlightenment that 
is responsible for its irrationality, but rather 
enlightenment’s inability to grasp itself dialectically 
which is at fault. Indeed, the most significant effect 
of the instrumentalization of reason for Adorno 
and Horkheimer is the elimination of negation 
from all language and thought. 

This argument is articulated in the dual thesis 
that occupies the first study of the text: on the one 
hand Adorno and Horkheimer argue that “myth is 
already enlightenment”; on the other they assert 
that “enhghtenment reverts to mythology.” En¬ 
lightenment is supposed to be that which dispels 
myth by using reason to unmask the mystery and 
magic behind such thinking. But for Adorno and 
Horkheimer, this process of bringing the world into 
accord with reason has resulted in the attempt to 
relegate all that is irrational, aU that is not identical 
with the quantifying language of instrumental 
reason, to an outside space that, like nature, must 
be subjugated or repressed. Enlightenment thus 
resorts to mythology via its own principle of 
immanence, that is, a fear of all that is outside of 
itself What we are to understand, in fact, is that the 


ordering properties of myth already constitute it as 
a form of enlightenment, enlightenment itself being 
only a more efficient form of subjugating nature. 

The trajectory from myth to enlightenment is 
expressed in the problematic concept of “mimesis,” 
a concept which, though never defined, suggests a 
relationship with identity not unlike that of myth to 
enlightenment. While by no means reflecting a 
properly dialectical understanding of the fink 
between nature and culture, mimesis nevertheless 
maintains a connection, however oblique, with 
what is outside, or other-than, itself This connec¬ 
tion provides for precisely the critical opening that 
instrumental reason must banish like so much 
uncontrolled nature, an expulsion which Adorno 
and Horkheimer find manifested in the increasing 
distance between the languages of science and art. 

What we are confronted with in Dialectic of 
Enlightenment is a peculiar logic suggesting that 
enlightenment begins only where it ends. Myth and 
enlightenment are “entangled,” and this entangle¬ 
ment grounds the central assertion of the two 
excurses that follow the critical outline of the first 
study: the first on Homer’s Odyssg and the second 
on Sade’s Juliette. The characterization of reason as 
instrumental, a characterization that for Adorno 
and Horkheimer renders enlightenment nearly 
synonymous with nineteenth-century positivism, 
suggests reason’s own entanglement with domina¬ 
tion. By this, Adorno and Horkheimer mean that 
the price at which civilization is purchased is the 
enslavement of nature, both the outside world and 
the inner nature of the self History, then, for 
Adorno and Horkheimer is the history of renun¬ 
ciation, of repression. Odysseus’s cunning, his 
employment of sacrifice, and his renunciation of 
the past mark him as a prototypical enlightenment 
figure. Following Kant, say Adorno and Horkhei¬ 
mer, enlightenment amounts to a systematization 
of knowledge, to a subsuming of the multiple under 
one principle. This one principle is that of self- 
preservation, as Nietzsche and Sade also pointed 
out. Thus for Adorno and Horkheimer the famous 
Kantian “maturity” finds its opposite in immatur¬ 
ity; or in their formulation, the inability to survive. 

What is truly original in their account of the 
Dialectic of Enlightenment is that Adorno and 
Horkheimer do not examine enlightenment as a 
historical event, but instead grasp it as a structure, 
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or process — that of enlightenment’s first over¬ 
coming and then reverting to mythology. The quest 
is not for an origin or a beginning, or for the 
moment when enlightenment first happened. It is 
rather a quest for the present, for an understanding 
of how we arrived where we did - for example, 
fascism, or the Hollywood “culture industry” - and 
how reason came to be used as a tool in getting 
there. In other words, for Adorno and Horkheimer 
enlightenment has not led to an enlightening of our 
social conditions, or of our relationship with 
nature, or even of our own selves. Instead it has 
led to the darkest of times, to fascism, and more 
generally, but not unrelatedly, to what Adorno 
called late capitalism. 
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ANTHONY JARRELLS 

difference 

The term “difference” derives from the Latin 
differre: literally, to bear off in different directions; 
hence, to scatter or disseminate, to put off or defer 
(from dis-, apart, and ferre, to bear). The Greek 
equivalent diapherdn has this same sense (from dia-, 
apart, and pherein, to bear). 

In the postmodern context, the term “differ¬ 
ence” cannot be simply and reductively defined, 
not least because what the term “difference” 


names is the basis and possibility of all differentia¬ 
tion; hence of aU classification and definition. To 
state that difference is “the quality or state of being 
unlike, dissimilar, and so on,” for example, merely 
begs the question of definition by supplementing 
one term widi another in a finite but nowhere 
terminated sequence of substitutions (see disse¬ 
mination). 

The crucial significance of the thinking of 
difference in twentieth century thought has been 
double-edged, in both respects excising the most 
central and persistent metaphysical presupposition 
that has dominated the Western way of experien¬ 
cing, thinking, and being in the world. This 
dominant mode of cognition may be characterized 
by the names “essentialism,” “substantialism,” or, 
to use the phrase made familiar by Jacques 
Derrida within the context of deconstruction, 
the metaphysics of presence. 

First, the thinking of difference confirmed the 
recognition that the closely related notions of 
essence and identity; understood as self-subsisting 
and self-evident facts, and therefore as steadfast 
principles of logic, ontology, and cpisteniolog>', 
were ultimately invalid and incoherent notions; nor 
have they ever been supported by empirical 
evidence, except out of habit or prejudice. Rather, 
the notions of essence and identity, in Western 
culture generally, have provided a convenient and 
habitual fiction, whether in the form of a 
metaphysics of the individual person (the eternal 
atomistic soul), of individual objects (comprising 
material or ideal essences such as eternal universal 
properties), of language (essential and permanent 
meanings or concepts), of gender (essential male¬ 
ness and femaleness), or even of economic value 
(for example, the notion that objects and human 
labour possess an essential value that can be 
measured and represented in the form of money 
and thus exchanged). Second, by annulling the 
presuppositions of essence and essential identity, 
the thinking of difference also confirmed the 
recognition of the inter-relatedness, inter-depen¬ 
dency and open texture of the signifying networks 
constituting our processes of cognition (both 
perception and intellection) and social being. 

The recognition of the profoundly anti-essenti- 
alist significance of difference is not a new one in 
the history of Western thought, nor in that of non- 
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Western thought (for example, in certain Indian 
and Asian philosophical traditions). In Western 
history, however, it has repeatedly been either 
forgotten, misconstrued, or simply missed. Among 
the pre-Socratics, Heraclitus and Parmenides stand 
out as remarkable and radical thinkers of the 
nature of difference, although their import has 
been severely obscured by Plato’s and Aristode’s 
dubious representations of their thought. 

Heraclitus speaks of oppositional terms as being 
“one,” “the same,” and “grasped together”; he 
speaks of this oneness as “differing from itself” and 
thereby “agreeing with itself” In other words, 
opposites can only arise in relation to one another, 
in mutual inter-dependence; they are in this sense 
“one” and “the same”: a “sameness” that makes 
difference possible by sustaining the differential 
relations that make differences meaningful. Parme¬ 
nides, perhaps the first “postmodern” writer, 
speaks of two alternative “paths of inquiry” in 
the section of his philosophical poem dealing with 
“The Way of Truth”: “is” and “is-not.” He rejects 
the latter as a path of thought in that it is the 
negation of the former; but, as it turns out, the 
former is a path that ultimately leads to the 
suspension of language. In discussing “The Way of 
Seeming,” that is, mortal beliefs and opinions 
about the nature of reality, he claims that human 
beings “distinguished opposites in body and 
established signs/apart from one another”; and 
that “all things have been named light and night.” 
In other words, ordinary language and thinking are 
founded upon fundamental oppositions which, 
ultimately, are reducible to the differential opposi¬ 
tion between “is” and “is-not.” 

Plato, in Sophist, attempts to reconstruct (or 
defuse) the Parmenidean reductio and to reconcile it 
with his account of ideal, eternal, self-referential 
forms that make meaningful discourse and knowl¬ 
edge possible. He reinterprets the notion of “Not- 
Being” (“is-not”), which, when taken to mean 
“does not exist,” can appear paradoxical, as the 
ideal Platonic form of “Difference” (of “not-being- 
that,” “being-rfi^rewt-to-that”), and hence as the 
opposite of “Being.” Aristotle, in Metaphysics, 
defines “Oppositeness” as a form of “Difference,” 
and “Difference” as a form of “Otherness.” He 
opposes “Otherness” to “Identity,” and places the 
latter in the primary category of “Unity,” which he 


equates with “Being”; the former he places in the 
primary category of “Plurality.” Both Plato and 
Aristotie, by attempting to contain the implications 
of difference by listing it as an element within a 
definite system of opposed terms, fail to recognize 
that difference must be logically prior to that 
system: for it is already presupposed as the 
possibility of alleged primary differentiations such 
as “Being/Not-Being” and “Unity/Plurality.” 

The critique of the metaphysics of essence and 
identity in Western thought, and the recognition of 
the significance of difference, has been developed 
and extended in extremely important directions in 
the work of Hegel, Nietzsche, Freud, and Marx, 
among others. Poststructuralism and deconstruc¬ 
tion have also been deeply informed by structural 
linguistics, particularly the groundbreaking work of 
Ferdinand de Saussure, both as a development of 
and a critical reaction to its principles (see 
linguistics; structuralism). Saussure, through 
his theory of language, effectively radicalized much 
Western thinking, not only in linguistics but in 
fields such as anthropology, political theory, and 
philosophy. The crucial recognition of his theory 
was precisely that difference is the fundamental 
feature of a language system; thus language must 
be studied as a differentially articulated whole, a 
closed network of differential and oppositional 
relations between its component terms. Since the 
terms of a language system only have value and 
function in dependence upon relations of differ¬ 
ence, they are fundamentally negative in nature; a 
conclusion that profoundly reverses assumptions 
about essence, identity, and meaning. 

Particularly in his later thinking, Martin Hei¬ 
degger suggests a way to a profound assimilation 
of fundamental difference without recourse to the 
logically derivative notions of identity or of 
metaphysical Being. The (ontological) difference 
between Being and beings need not be thought in 
terms of the opposition between identity and 
difference, nor even of difference as a kind of 
primal engine of “plurality” articulating a meta¬ 
physical groimd of “unity.” Rather, the identity of 
beings and the identity of Being, just like the 
(ontological) difference between Being and beings 
and the (ontic) difference between beings, are 
thought as their free “belonging together” in “the 
Same,” a term which Heidegger traces back to 
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Parmenides. This does not make of the Same just 
another name for a metaphysical ground because 
the Same is precisely the belonging together of identity 
and difference, and therefore cannot be thought in 
terms of identity and difference. Although the 
implications of Heidegger’s thinking of difference 
in this particular context precede Derrida’s 
thought, and although Derrida claims to have 
gone beyond the latent limitations of Heidegger’s 
metaphysics, there is an important sense in which 
Heidegger’s thinking of the Same may complement 
and complete Derrida’s thinking of difference in a 
non-metaphysical mode that is closely akin to 
certain “Eastern” thinking (for example, that of 
Zen Buddhism). 

Derrida indicates his thinking of difference by 
producing the term durance, which in French 
superimposes the two senses of the verb “to differ” 
{diffker): “to differ” and “to defer.” In this way, the 
term dijferance attempts to name the fact that our 
cognitive (that is, perceptual and intellectual) 
experience of being in the world is fundamentally 
generated as a dynamic process of differentiation; 
and that the irreducible mode of this differentiation 
is one of “timing” (deferring) and “spacing” 
(differing) as mutually inter-dependent aspects of 
the same proeess (and not as metaphysical 
substances, “space” and “time”). 

Derrida’s thinking of difference has been inter¬ 
preted largely in terms of language, given his 
deconstructive emphasis on textuality and its 
radical philosophical significance has consequently 
been understated. The notion of dijfkmce clears the 
way to a non-metaphysical and critical insight into 
our mode of cognition and recovers a thinking of 
difference which, while it has repeatedly recurred 
in the history of Western thought, has been 
effectively repressed by a metaphysics of essence 
saturating every dimension of Western culture. 
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KHRISTOS NIZAMIS 

differend, the 

The differend [le dffkend) is a term used by the late 
French philosopher and cultural theorist Jean- 
Fran^ois Lyotard to describe irresolvable disputes 
among phrase regimes (language-games) in the 
absence of regulating grand narratives. For post¬ 
structuralist and postmodern thinkers, the linguistic 
turn inaugurated by Ferdinand de Saussure 
makes the sovereignty of the sign, as well as the 
self-sufficiency of concepts and ideas, impossible. A 
sign is dependent upon the oppositional differences 
within a signifying system. Because there are, as 
Saussure indicates in his text Course in General 
Linguistics, “only differences with no positive 
terms,” a metaphysies of presence in the sign to 
which all its attributes adhere is inverted, leaving 
the meaning of signs as a function of an 
oppositional system. This oppositional sign-system 
predicated upon a radical heterogeneity of lan¬ 
guage results in the dismanding of self-legitimating 
discourses that accumulate as transcendent values 
of meaning and truth. 

While an oppositional sign-system makes possi¬ 
ble Saussure’s linguistic turn, leading to poststruc¬ 
turalism in general, it does not complete the 
postmodern turn that Lyotard recognizes in 
inventing the differend. For Lyotard, the differend 
arises more from Wittgenstein’s linguistic turn and 
Kant’s notion of reflective judgment in the absence 
of criteria, than it does from Saussure’s linguistics. 
Signs for Wittgenstein achieve meaning in context, 
in language-games. Lyotard views these language- 
games as creating the conditions for discrete genres 
of discourse, phrase regimes. The problem that 
Lyotard identifies is that one may posit an infinite 
number of contexts, language-games, around any 
given event. The differend, for Lyotard, maintains 
difference as heterogeneity, not mere opposition. 
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This insistence on heterogeneity disallows the 
regulative function of totalizing discourses (Kant) 
or, as Lyotard would have it, “grand narratives,” 
around a controlling regime of phrasing. The 
differend is, within a Lyotardian perspective, “an 
unstable state and instant of language wherein 
something which must be able to be put in phrases 
cannot yet be. This state includes silence, which is a 
negative phrase, but it also calls upon phrases that 
are in principle possible” (Lyotard 1988: 13). 

For Lyotard, the differend, understood as the 
“not yet spoken” of the discursive modalities, 
continually pre-empts a closure of meaning that 
either draws upon a past event or a future event 
that anticipates a closure under the aegis of unity: 
the end of difference. In other words, the differend 
calls into question the unity of narratives by 
pointing to phrases that can, but do not as of yet 
exist. Not attending to the incommensurability of 
narrative phrasings leads to a politico-linguistic 
equilibrium in which one side speaks for another, 
eclipsing the basic nature of dispute. Lyotard’s 
injunction against this politico-linguistic equili¬ 
brium is made in the name of justice that is 
defined as testifying to the point of difference. 
“Little narratives,” the result of the differend, 
insure that equilibrium or closure on disputes never 
occurs, To claim a moment of closure within 
phrase regimes is to claim that difference has been 
reconciled within a meta-narrative; this, for 
Lyotard, is an injustice. 
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VICTOR E. TAYLOR 


digital culture 

Digital culture is culture mediated and transformed 
by digital technologies (CD-ROMs, cellular phones 
and pagers, DVDs, handheld organizers) which 
increasingly converge on the digital computer. The 
digital computer and its central characteristic, the 
processing of information in the form of abstract, 
electronic signals, is the defining technology of the 
digital culture. In his book Turing’s Man, David 
Bolter suggests that a defining technology “devel¬ 
ops links, metaphorical or otherwise, with a 
culture’s science, philosophy, or literature; it is 
always available to seiwe as a metaphor, example, 
model, or symbol” (1984: 39). The computer has 
been the impetus for widespread transformations 
in society and culture, creating a demassified or 
desubstantiated age in which the fundamental 
category is no longer matter but information to 
be processed. 

The shift from analog to digital media is thought 
to make possible revolutionary changes in the 
realms of, among others, culture, art, politics, and 
the law. Analog media are static and passive, one- 
to-many broadcasting media generally controlled 
by government or business. Digital media enable 
many-to-many narrowcasting of information to 
indhlduals and small groups. Their low-cost, ease 
of operation, and portability make possible their 
wider distribution throughout a culture and 
immunity from traditional forms of censorship 
and control. Proponents of the digital culture 
portray it as a libertarian, decentered, open, non- 
hierarchical culture in which information wants to 
be free, knows no borders, and is creating a new 
knowledge economy which empowers individuals. 
Critics of the digital culture, however, characterize 
it as an electronic panopticon in which individual 
freedoms and privacies are eroded by new forms of 
electronic surveillance. 

The emphasis in the digital culture on informa¬ 
tion together with the belief that everything is 
rationally analyzable in digital terms has trans¬ 
formed the disciplines of genetics (genes are 
compared to strips of digital information), neu¬ 
roscience (the brain becomes a massive parallel 
processing device encoding digital signals), cogni¬ 
tive science (the fields of artificial intelligence, 
psychology, and philosophy study the same basic 
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principles of symbol manipulation independent of 
their physical realization), and business and 
economics (the rise of multinational corporations 
and a global economy amidst the declining 
significance of geographical and political borders). 

The fluid nature of digital media, the ease with 
which graphics, text, stiU and moving images, and 
sounds can be combined, and the possibility of 
hyperlinked documents is the impetus for stiU 
further transformations in culture. In Tfw Electronic 
Word, Richard Lanham argues that digitization 
reveals a quasi-mathematical equivalence in the 
arts that recalls the great Platonic dream for the 
unity of aU knowledge, and proponents of the 
digital culture see a renewed interdisciplinary 
culture bringing together the arts and sciences 
(1993: 11). The interactivity of digital media 
challenges traditional notions of author and 
reader and the changing balance between words 
and images undermines print literacy, requiring 
the development of a new, rhetorically based 
“digital literacy.” Electronic mail, chat rooms, and 
MUDs create virtual, electronic spaces for the 
development of new cultures and new forms of 
community. Information micro-worlds and the 
graphical representation of electronic information 
in computational space is implicated in the 
creation of cyberspace and its attendant cyber- 
cultures. 
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DENNIS WEISS 


discourse 

Discourse is a meaningful passage of spoken or 
written language; a passage of language that 
reflects the social, epistemological, and rhetorical 
practices of a group; or the power of language to 
reflect, influence, and constrain these practices in a 
group. 

Language in use 

The theorist most central to postmodern defini¬ 
tions of discourse, Michel Foucault, hints at the 
complexity of the term (and his role in making it so) 
in his 1972 work. The Archaeology of Knowledge. 

Instead of gradually reducing the rather fluctu¬ 
ating meaning of the word “discourse,” I believe 
I have in fact added to its meanings: treating it 
sometimes as the general domain of aU state¬ 
ments, sometimes as an individualizable group 
of statements, and sometimes as a regulated 
practice that accounts for a number of state¬ 
ments. 

(1972: 80) 

At its most general level, as Foucault suggests, 
discourse is simply language in use, either written 
or oral. Nearly aU discourse theorists, however, 
complicate this simple conception. Sara Mills, for 
example, in Discourse (1997) adds a pragmatic 
dimension, asserting that “discourses are not 
simple groupings of utterances or statements, but 
consist of utterances which have meaning, force 
and effect within a social context” (1997: 13). Mills 
relies on Foucault for her definition of statement 
“Statements are for him those utterances which 
have some institutional force and which are thus 
validated by some form of authority - those 
utterances which for him would be classified as 
‘in the true.’” James L. Kinneavy in A Theory of 
Discourse (1981) argues for a more formal definition: 
“Discourse... is characterized by individuals acting 
in a special time and place; it has a beginning, 
middle, a closure, and a purpose; it is a language 
process, not a system... it establishes a verbal 
context and it has a situational context and a 
cultural context... Discourse, therefore, is deter¬ 
mined by the existence of a complete text” (1981: 
22-3). Kinneavy’s insistence that discourse be a 
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complete, contextualized text conflicts with main¬ 
stream linguistics’ implicit definition of discourse as 
any stretch of language longer than a sentence that 
has some form of organization, coherence, and 
cohesion. 

Within these general definitions, discourse is 
sometimes used interchangeably with text, though 
even these terms are disputed. Linguists Geoffrey 
Leech and Mick Short see a discourse as “a 
transaction between speaker and hearer.. .whose 
form is determined by its social purpose” and a text 
as “either spoken or written... a message coded in 
its auditory or visual medium” (Hawthorn 1992: 
189). Sociolinguist Michael Stubbs notes that, in 
his field, “a text may be written while a discourse is 
spoken, a text may be non-interactive while a 
discourse is interactive... a text may be short or 
long whereas a discourse implies a certain length, 
and a text must be possessed of surface cohesion 
whereas a discourse must be possessed of a deeper 
coherence” (Hawthorn 1992: 189). 

Reflective and constitutive of group practices 

In philosophy, literary studies, and critical linguis¬ 
tics, discourse has taken on two related meanings, 
one identified as a count noun and the other as an 
abstract, mass noun. The former labels the 
language that reflects the social, epistemological, 
and rhetorical practices of a specific group as a 
discourse; the latter indicates the power of 
language not only to reflect these practices but 
also to constitute them. As early as 1930, the 
Russian linguist VN. Volosinov characterized the 
former view: “village sewing circles, urban car¬ 
ouses, workers’ lunchtime chats, etc., will aU have 
their own type. Each situation, fixed and sustained 
by social custom, commands a particular kind of 
organization of audience” (1973: 97). Defining a 
discourse in this way allows scholars to describe 
and analyze, for example, the discourse of femin¬ 
ism, the discourse of medicine, or the discourse of 
literature. 

It is difficult to comprehend the notion of a 
discourse as reflecting the practices of a group 
without sliding into the second conception, that of 
discourse in general as a formative power within 
groups. Norman Fairclough describes the dialec¬ 


tical relation of the two senses of the term in his 
1992 book, Discourse and Social Change'. 

On the one hand, discourse is shaped and 
constrained by social structure in the widest 
sense and at all levels: by class and other social 
relations at a societal level, by the relations 
specific to particular institutions such as law or 
education, by systems of classification, by 
various norms and conventions of both a 
discursive and a non-discursive nature, and so 
forth ... On the other hand, discourse is socially 
constitutive... Discourse contributes to the con¬ 
stitution of all those dimensions of social 
structure which directiy or indirectiy shape and 
constrain it: its own norms and conventions, as 
well as the relations, identities and institutions 
which lie behind them. Discourse is a practice 
not just of representing the world, but of 
signifying the world, constituting and construct¬ 
ing the world in meaning. 

(1992: 64) 

In his analysis of how discourse constitutes 
various dimensions of social structure, Fairclough 
acknowledges his source as Foucault, who char¬ 
acterizes discourse as “practices that systemicaUy 
form the objects of which they speak” (1972: 49). 
As Mills points out, discourse not only has the 
power to include the objects worth talking about 
but also to exclude those deemed untruthful or 
inappropriate within the discourse. For example, 
the discourse of problem solving in business and 
industry valorizes the notion of family groups but 
works to exclude skilled, individual problem-solvers 
(Jolliffe 1997). 

Because discourse is commonly embedded in, 
and constitutive of, the practices of institutions, 
such as schools, businesses, social-service agencies, 
government, and so on, Michel Pecheux in his 
1982 book. Language, Semantics, and Ideology, sees 
discourses as the material forms of institutional 
ideologies and sources of ideological struggle. 
Institutionalized discourses represent sites where 
speakers and writers negotiate the power of their 
own institution vis-a-vis others, establish hierar¬ 
chies within the institution, and work to regulate 
not only what objects have truth and value for the 
institution but also who has access to speaking and 
writing about them. 
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DAVID JOLLIFFE 

dissemination 

Jacques Derrida, who introduced the term, has 
said of it: “In the last analysis dissemination means 
nothing, and cannot be reassembled into a 
definition ... the force and form of its disruption 
explode the semantic horizon... It marks an irre¬ 
ducible and generative multiplicity” (1981a: 44—5). 
Like Derrida’s term differance, “dissemination” 
cannot simply be defined precisely because it 
names the process by which “meaning” is 
generated without ever strictly being fixed or given 
in the way that a definition is supposed to do (see 
difference). The conventional sense of the term, 
“to distribute, scatter about, diffuse,” suggests the 
process by which, in language, the meaning of any 
term or set of terms is distributed and diffused 
throughout the language system without ever 
coming to a final end. The word derives from the 
Latin disseminare, from dis-, apart, and seminare, to 
sow, from semen seed. Derrida plays on this sense of 
reproductive fertility: a kind of self-seeding function 
of language and discotirse. 


Dissemination is intimately implicated with two 
Derridean notions: difference (or differance) and the 
trace. It can be understood as operating at two 
interrelated levels, or with two extensions of sense. 
Of these, the wider in scope is the one that is 
associated primarily with notions of textuality, 
intertextuality, and text, but also with that of 
discourse. The narrower in scope is associated 
more specifically with the poststructural displace¬ 
ment or transformation of structural linguistics and 
semiotics (see poststructuralism, structur¬ 
alism, linguistics, Saussure, Ferdinand). 

The textual-discursive sense of dissemination 
may be described as operating at the general and 
higher order level of culture: that is, shared public 
systems or networks of signification, or, to use 
another vocabulary, large-scale discursive forma¬ 
tions and institutions, comprising a general econ¬ 
omy of meanings and values thoroughly implicated 
with the political-economic structures and practices 
of a given culture. At this higher order level of 
organization, one is concerned not with shared 
public language as such, but with more complex 
and institutionalized social structures and practices 
built up on the basis of language and its use (see 
Foucault, Michel). 

The linguistic or semiotic sense of dissemination 
may be described as operating at the still more 
specific and lower order level of signification 
associated with language as such: that is, the 
economy of processes by which “meanings” and 
“concepts” are generated within a systematic 
network of differentiations, where the different 
yet related traces of the differential process are 
defined, in the poststructural paradigm, by the 
notion of the signifier, while the structuralist 
notions of the signified, and hence also of the sign, 
are rejected as unnecessary and incoherent rem¬ 
nants of the Western obsession with what Derrida 
termed the metaphysics of presence (see 
semiosis, Kristeva, JuUa). 

In practice, however, the textual-discursive and 
the linguistic-semiotic senses of dissemination 
cannot be understood in isolation from one 
another, and mutually determine one another. 
Derrida’s text Dissemination (1981b), when consid¬ 
ered from this perspective, is a deliberate if rather 
idiosyncratic exploration of the mutually deter¬ 
mining relations between these two senses and 
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orders of dissemination, and of how these 
relations may constitute the historical genealogy 
of a culture and the networks of meaning (the 
circuits of signification) by which it both restrains, 
reiterates, and regenerates its identity (see phar- 
makon). 

A popular but often misconstrued analogy of 
the linguistic-semiotic sense of dissemination, and 
hence of both difference and the trace, is that of a 
dictionary. The analogy is typically misunderstood, 
and in consequence wrongly criticized, because it 
is mistaken to be a direct example of dissemination 
and difference, rather than an analogy. Dissemina¬ 
tion and difference are best thought as fluid 
processes, not rigid structures. Dictionaries are 
structured products of the processes of difference 
and dissemination, and not examples of those 
processes themselves. A dictionary, even if it 
contained every possible word of a given language, 
is not a language, nor even the reserve or the 
system of a language. The notion of dissemination 
is important not least because it implies an 
alternative model of language as a dynamic 
process in which the self-perpetuating cognitive 
event of language is finally all that a language is; 
and thus the notion of dissemination pulls 
decisively away from static, substantialist models 
of language (see arche-writing). 

What is attractive about the analogy of the 
dictionary is the fact that, at one level of 
description, a dictionary is an entirely self-refer¬ 
ential system of inscriptions. Ever^' word in the 
dictionary is defined in that same dictionary; every 
word to be found in the definition of any word wiU 
also be defined in that same dictionary; and so on 
in an infinite regress, an infinite deferral of 
definition, that is nevertheless a closed and finite 
system of differential inscriptions. The network of 
connections between words (that is, signifiers, 
traces, events) could be mapped as an extremely 
complex and convoluted tree structure that every¬ 
where connects only with itself, supporting itself 
and perpetuating itself precisely by differencing 
itself along the nervures and nodes of its signifiers. 

Furthermore, nothing wiU ever be found in a 
dictionary other than signifiers referring, and thus 
deferring, to other signifiers. This fact in itself is a 
concrete analogy of the non-presentable function 
of difference both as the spacing, the manifest spatial 


interval, between signifiers, and as the timing of 
signification. That is, the movement along the 
dendritic nervures that link signifiers to signifiers is 
precisely the timing (the temporalization) of the 
spacing (the spatial interval or spatiahzation) of the 
signifiers constituting the differential system of 
language. Reciprocally, however, spacing is also 
dependent upon timing, given that a signifier is not 
a self-existing “thing,” but nothing other than a 
trace (hence, an event) dependent upon its 
differential relations to other such traces (signifiers, 
events). 

In terms of the displacement of the structuralist 
paradigm by the poststructuralist/deconstruction- 
ist one, the fact that, in the analogy of the 
dictionary, only signifiers wiU ever be found, is 
taken to support the related principle that 
signifieds, that is, “meanings” or “concepts”, are 
nowhere to be found and do not exist. In the 
analogy, if the term to be defined is understood as 
a signifier, and the definition is understood as the 
signified or concept, then it is obvious that the 
signified is nothing other than an abrogate of 
signifiers. Each of these in turn wUl not possess a 
signified or concept, but can only be connected to 
yet more aggregates of signifiers; and so on ad 
infinitum, but only ever within a finite, closed 
system. There is no final, fixed, transcendental 
signified to be found in the pathways and processes 
of such a system; and this result too is a 
fundamental aspect of dissemination. 
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Duchamp, Marcel 

b. 28 July 1887, Blainville, France; d. 2 
October 1968, Neuilly-sur-Seine, Paris, 
France 

Artist and chess master 

Though canonized as a member of Modernist-era 
art movements like Dada and Surrealism, Marcel 
Duchamp’s work could arguably be considered the 
catalyst through which postmodernist aesthetics in 
visual arts and design took shape. As the critic 
Roger Shattuck wrote in the 1 June 1972 Mew York 
Review of Books, “after Duchamp, it is no longer 
possible to be an artist the way it was before”; a 
claim that necessarily expands the term “artist” to 
apply to creative agents in any medium. Duchamp 
sought to strip art of the roles, functions, and 
expectations it had accumulated over centuries, 
leaving it with only its etymological origin: “to 
make.” Whether as Marcel Duchamp or his 
feminine alter ego Rrose Selavy (a typical Duch- 
ampian pun, read “Eros, c’est la vie” or “living is 
erotic”), he expanded the media palate available to 
visual artists while mapping the conceptual and 
material terrains all subsequent artists would 
foUow. 

As the first practitioner of twentieth-century 
conceptual art, Duchamp successfully relegated the 
art object itself to a position merely secondary to 
the ideational process leading up to its fabrication 
or realization. Ironically, he also greatiy exagger¬ 
ated the degree to which an art object could be 
fetishized and commodified. Both sides to his 
achievement have been further developed by the 
international arts movement known as Fluxus and 
the Franco-American Oulipo project for “con¬ 
straint literature.” 

Duchamp’s inventions include the ready-made, 
an object removed from its conventional context 
and reframed or otherwise slightly modified to 
become an artwork (for example, a snow shovel 
inscribed with the words “IN ADVANCE OF 
THE BROKEN ARM MARCEL DUCHAMP 
[1915]” or Fountain, a urinal turned on its side and 
signed by its “sculptor” R. Mutt) and the 
installation piece, a space (usually a room) which 
becomes a three-dimensional sculpture for the 
viewer to enter and, hence, engage the work both 


physically and psychically (exemplified by the 
“sixteen miles of string” with which Duchamp 
draped and otherwise filled the exhibition room of 
the “First Papers of Surrealism” exhibition in 
1942). Though a great innovator in the use of new 
and mixed media - his “Large Glass,” The Bride 
Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even, consists of oil, 
varnish, lead foil, lead wire and dust on two glass 
panels (shattered in a trucking accident) with five 
glass strips, aluminum foil, and a wood and steel 
frame - Duchamp’s more conventional lithographs 
and paintings, most famously Mude Descending a 
Staircase, attempt to use art as a tool through which 
the artist could think and work through an idea; a 
project that Duchamp pursued in aU of his creative 
endeavors. 

Duchamp stopped painting in 1918 after the 
completion of 7m m’, and turned his attention to the 
readymades and prints which placed him at the 
forefront of the Dada movement. His LH.O.O.Ch, a 
reproduction of the Mona lisa featuring a goatee 
whose tide read in French translates as “She’s got a 
hot ass,” soon became the movement’s icon. 
Duchamp also worked on the “Large Glass” as 
well as a series of “rotoreliefs,” or optical record 
albums played through a device of his own design, 
but most of his time during the 1920s and 1930s 
was spent playing chess. He ranked eventually 
among France’s top players and translated a 
number of books and articles on strategy and 
theory of the game before being appointed as the 
French delegate to the International Chess Federa¬ 
tion. In 1941, Duchamp released the Botte-en-valise, 
a limited edition suitcase which expanded into a 
portable Duchamp museum with miniaturized 
reproductions of several major works, including 
Fountain, the “Large Glass,” and Paris Air. While 
characteristically satirical of the commercial appro¬ 
priation of avant-garde art, the Boite-en-valise also 
marked Duchamp’s apparent retirement from the 
art world, though he continued to participate in a 
variety of collaborations, symposia, and retro¬ 
spectives on Dada and Surrealism. He also secretly 
designed and built his final work, the mixed media 
installation Etant donnes: 1° la chute d’eau, 2° le gaz 
d’eclairage, while living in New York from 1944 to 
1966. 

Etant donnes and the “Large Glass” are the focus 
of Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s book, Duchamp’s 
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TRANS/formers, which initially examines Duch¬ 
amp’s experiments with geometrical incongruen¬ 
cies and considers them in relation to Lyotard’s 
general theory of incommensurability. Lyotard 
broadly applies Duchamp’s incongruencies to the 
question of citizenship, speculating that if political 
subjects are not discernible in the traditional 
Western system of egalitarian justice - that is, if 
subjects are symmetrical in relation to the law yet 
not “superimposable” due to differentiations in 
social equality and agency - then the time has 
come to abandon such a geometrical system in 
favor of a new “topological” justice, just as 
Duchamp abandoned the abstract and function¬ 
ally impossible machine depicted in the “Large 
Glass” in order to complete the more participa¬ 
tory, though incommensurable, illusion of Etant 
donnes. 

As Lyotard’s argument suggests, particular 
attention has been paid to the political implications 
of Duchamp’s work with regard to the history of 
three-dimensional perspective and viewer partici¬ 
pation in the visual arts. Art historians and cultural 
theorists alike in the 1990s take special note of 
Duchamp’s exploration of the female body as it 
defies the automated predictability of mechanical 
reproduction, of his confusion of gender roles in art 
and life, and his representations of human desire 
and its frustration or outright denial, especially in 
the works attributed to Rrose Selavy, the “Large 
Glass,” and Etant donnes. 
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Duras, Marguerite 

b. 4 April 1914, Giadinh, Indochina 
Novelist 

Accompanying the rise within postmodernism of 
French feminist critics Helene Gixous, Julia Kris- 
teva, and Luce Irigaray is a parallel group of 
French female novelists who have focused upon 
femininity as opposed to feminism. Perhaps most 
notable of these is Marguerite Duras, who experi¬ 
ments with different poses of the quintessential 
feminine woman. It should be pointed out, 
however, that “feminine” literature is not the 
literature of those women who are happily 
subservient to men. Rather, feminine literature is 
concerned with the idea of what it means to be a 
woman. 

Duras published her first novel, Les Impudents, in 
1943 after she left her post as secretary at the 
Department of Colonies. Her characters, members 
of the Taneran family, are for the most part 
fragmented souls who have feelings of hatred and/ 
or indifference for each other. The character of 
Maud is forced to come to terms with her 
femininity as it is shaped around past and present 
events. This first effort went largely unnoticed, as 
did Duras’s second novel. La Vie tranguill, published 
in 1944. Its protagonist, Francou, writes in her 
diary about the actions of family and friends and 
about her feelings of worthlessness. Both novels 
have been characterized as American-style because 
of their portrayals of family relationships, a motif 
found in such American novelists as William 
Faulkner and Erskine Caldwell. 

The 1950s saw a shift away from the family and 
toward the avant-garde. A reading public that was 
exposed to nuclear threats and the Korean War 
saw family-style novels of the 1940s as an 
anachronism and moved toward novels that were 
not so tightly constructed. Duras published Les 
Petits Chevaux de Tarquinia in 1953; it is more of a 
long short story than a novel, and features couples 
at a resort in Italy. The characters seem to drift 
about, their existence cemented by dialogue rather 
than plot or theme. Duras moved further away 
from the traditional novel in 1954 with Des Journees 
entieres dans les arbes. The three characters - a 
mother, her son, and his mistress - are represented 
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entirely through dialogue. Description is very 
mmimal, kept to no more than a few lines in 
length. 

Moderato cantabile (1958) marks the most defini¬ 
tive turning point in Duras’s writing. Her heroine, 
unlike those portrayed in earlier novels, rejects 
bourgeois society in favor of a personal relationship 
with the interior self That is not to say the exterior 
is not there; Duras’s protagonist stiU maintains 
fractured relationships with those who surround 
her. She ardendy loves her child and dutifully 
attends his weekly piano lessons. But when the 
piano teacher blames her for his inabihty to grasp 
the piece “Moderato cantabUe,” she dissociates 
herself away from the guilt by simply receding 
away from her middle-class life. Representation of 
language and memory through the eyes of both the 
character and Duras supersedes their objects. 

Although these earlier works shaped Duras as a 
writer, it was the autobiographical L’Amant (1984) 
that propelled her into the collective conscience of 
both scholars and the pubhc. L’Ammt is the story of 
a fifteen-year-old white girl living in 1920s Saigon 
who is seduced by an attractive, older Chinese 
man. The story' is provocative, not only in its 
portrayal of sex between an adult and a teenaged 


girl, but in Duras’s transposition of her passion for 
the elegant man with her love for an older female 
friend, Helene Lagonelle, and her bitterness 
toward her mentally iU mother. L’Amant was later 
adapted into the film The Lover. 

History, which many postmodern thinkers have 
steered themselves away from in favor of the text, is 
important in Duras’s work since much of it is 
informed by her own experiences. But because 
Duras also plays with language, she crosses into the 
postmodern arena. 
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Eagleton, Terry 

b. 1943, UK 
Marxist critic 

Terry Eagleton came to the Marxist movement 
during the early and mid-1970s in the shadow of 
“The Troubles” in Northern Ireland and the 
worldwide energy crisis. In his introduction to 
Marxist Literary Theory (1996), co-edited with Drew 
Mdne, Eagleton points out that while political 
Marxism seemed at that time to resemble an 
unknowingly iU beast destined to succumb to the 
economic policies of the Reagan-Thatcher era 
during the following decade. However, Eagleton 
contends, the capitalist movement did not signify 
the end of Marxism but rather forced critics to 
redefine it. He admits that it is now much more 
difficult to establish what constitutes Marxism 
(1996a: 3). 

In Marxism and Literary Criticism (1976), Eagleton 
admits that Marxism as a cultural, and especially as 
a hterary, subject is highly complex. He then offers 
a working definition of Marxism as being “a 
scientific theory of human societies and of the 
practice of transforming them” (1976: vii). He goes 
on to argue that Marxism describes people who 
face various forms of oppression. 

Oppression - and Marxist literary theory - did 
not stop with the dismantling of the Iron Curtain 
during the late 1980s and early 1990s. It woidd 
appear such an event would give Marxism a new 
life in that its opposition, capitalism, is made a 
Hable entity once again. Indeed, Eagleton has 
approached Marxism not only through European- 


oriented theoretical discussion, but also through 
practical application as apphed from an American 
perspective. While Marxism as an intellectual 
construct and foil to capitalism originated in 
Europe, it is in America that the battleground 
between the two is more apparent, as a consumer- 
driven society is at once painted as being part of 
Americana and decried as limiting the opportu¬ 
nities of those who are less fortunate, of whom 
America is supposed to be an advocate. 

Even without the resurgence of capitalism 
during the 1980s, Marxism stiU has another life 
in the worlds of post-colonialism and postmodern¬ 
ism. The post-colonial movement uses many 
Marxist works to illustrate the social and financial 
oppression endured by the colonized at the hands 
of the colonizer. But it is postmodernism and its 
relationship with Marxism - and capitalism - upon 
which Eagleton has focused upon during the past 
ten years. In his work The Elusions of Postmodernism 
(1996b), Eagleton seeks to link Marxism with 
postmodernism. In his preface, Eagleton contends 
that postmodernism (which he describes as cultu¬ 
rally-oriented and different from postmodernity, 
which he sees as the historic period itself) has 
spawned a new form of capitalism in which 
information and technology takes precedence over 
manufacturing, industry, and other labor-oriented 
occupations. Later in this study, however, Eagleton 
asserts that Marxism and postmodernism do not 
necessarily go hand-in-hand, that there are certain 
nuances - actually the number of nuances (post¬ 
modernism has more, he tells us) - that make them 
different from one another. 
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ecofeminism 

Ecofeminism is a social movement and form of 
discourse analysis deriving from women’s insight 
that sustainability and equality are interlocking 
goals. WhUe ecofeminists may adopt different styles 
of argument, aU consider the late twentieth-century 
crises - social and environmental - to be an 
inevitable outcome of “masculine” values and 
behaviors. The keystone of this destructive patri- 
archaUsm is identified in the everyday notion that 
men represent the sphere of “humanity and 
culture,” whUe women, indigenes, chUdren, ani¬ 
mals, plants, and so on are part of “nature.” 
Protected by this sociaUy constructed rationale, men 
globaUy (though not necessarUy universaUy) colo¬ 
nize and resource ecological nature, and women’s, 
indigenous, and chUdren’s, bodies with little regard 
to consequence. The “humanity/nature” opposi¬ 
tion and associated binaries such as mascuUne/ 
feminine, self/other, reason/chaos, white/black, 
clean/dirty, and so on are linguistic devices which 
systematicaUy proscribe the Ufe world of women 
and others deemed closer to nature. 

In contesting these traditionaUy essentiaUzed 
relations, most ecofeminists focus on the dominant 
eurocentric industrial capitalist patriarchal forma¬ 
tion and its material impacts. Thus, ecofeminist 
activists are found working wherever the means of 
“social reproduction” is under threat: in the 
ecology movement or domestic violence refuges, 
in struggles for indigenous sovereignty or cam¬ 


paigns over genetically engineered food. Ecofemi¬ 
nists in academia focus on the deconstruction of 
patriarchal knowledges such as medicine, theology', 
or corporate public relations. Their analyses tend 
to be interdisciplinary in scope, and reveal both 
modernist and postmodern tendencies. 

A phenomenon of counter-globalization, eco- 
feminist ideas have emerged spontaneously over 
the past three decades from several continents, 
regardless of ethnic, age, or class, differences that 
mark women’s experiences. First usage of the 
actual term “ecofeminism” appears to have been in 
Francoise d’Eaubonne’s book Le feminism ou la mart 
(1974). However, it can be argued that the Chipko 
tree buggers of North India practised ecofeminism 
300 years ago. Susan Griffin was a pioneeer of the 
standpoint in the United States, as was Maria Mies 
in Germany and Vandana Shiva in India. A 
number of politically aware men also identify with 
ecofeminist objectives, as demonstrated by con¬ 
tributions to the journal Environmental Ethics. 

In deepening and broadening women’s political 
concerns within a global ecological frame, ecofemi¬ 
nists may draw on liberal, radical, socialist, cultural, 
or poststructural feminist paradigms. As Mary 
MeUor’s history of ecofeminism shows, its literature 
and strategies for change continue to reflect the 
diversity of feminist and womanist thought. Simi¬ 
larly, by calling for gender awareness, ecofeminism 
deepens environmental philosophy and political 
programs like deep ecology, social ecology, ecosoci- 
ahsm. Green parties, and bio-regionalism. On a yet 
further political front, ecofeminist destabilization of 
eurocentric capitalist patriarchalism opens up a 
discursive space for indigenous and other post- 
colonial voices to be heard. 
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Eisenman, Peter 

b. 12 August 1932, Newark, New Jersey, 
USA 

Architect, theorist, designer and teacher 

Eisenman’s impact as an architectural theorist has 
critically far outweighed the contribution of any of 
his individual buildings to the postwar, postmoder¬ 
nist agenda. His self-proclaimed, professional raison 
d’etre is to generate intensive intellectual discourse 
with the conceptual origins of architectural tradi¬ 
tion. In this, he positions himself to interrogate and 
subsequendy deny the existence of any objective 
criteria upon which architectural form can be 
based. Stimulated by deconstructivist notions (see 
deconstruction) embodied in the work of 
Jacques Derrida, Eisenman claims that conditions 
within which traditional architectural design has 
operated were derived from the intrinsic fallacies of 
cultural convention and were, therefore, necessarily 
arbitrary by nature, philosophically subjective and 
relative by definition. In this, he enters into the 
subject/object debate. 

After taking the BArch from Cornell University 
in 1959, Eisenman went on to The Architect’s 
Collaborative in Cambridge, MA, in 1959 and 
thence to Columbia University (1960) and to 
Cambridge University in England, where he 
received a Ph.D. in design theory (1963) and also 
tutored (1960-3). He thereafter taught at Princeton 
University (1963-7) and became a professor at the 
Cooper Union in New York in 1976. His academic 
responsibilities coupled with his ceaseless theore¬ 
tical writings have placed him at the heart of 
mainstream architectiu'al debate for the past thirty 
years. 

Eisenman’s built works have never been her¬ 
alded as being within the mainstream of post¬ 
modern architecture. Sharing with his architectural 
contemporaries an elementary adversity to the 
humanist and functionalist tenants of modern¬ 
ism, Eisenman has pushed dramatically and, some 
would argue, uncomfortably forward in asserting 
architectural form as a purely abstract exercise. He 
expresses the view that buildings must themselves 
structurally and visually reflect the polemic of 
theoretical debate. The building is the argument; 
not a narrative embodiment. 


Eisenman’s concentration on the power of 
meaning in architecture has led him to rigorously 
challenge architectural dogma in built terms. In 
this he has been likened to Frank Gehry by, among 
others, Philip Johnson (1906-). His series of 
abstract, numbered houses initiated with House I, 
the Barenholtz House (Princeton, 1967-8) effec¬ 
tively translated domestic functional space and 
form into an almost purely dysfunctional and self- 
referential statement of architectural values. The 
now infamously too-narrow doorways, dissecting 
grooves and, according to him, insurmountable 
staircases feature as typological vestiges which play 
upon the “misconceptions” of conventional plan¬ 
ning and terminology. In such features, Eisenman 
incorporates the mise en abyme, while equally 
elucidating ideas about the dependency of tradi¬ 
tional architectural features upon expectations 
brought about by linguistic identification alone. 
His place in the postmodernist “haU of fame” is a 
consequence of this sort of theoretical, deconstruc¬ 
tivist rationale, arguing the architect’s responsibility 
lies in the attempt to realize a thoroughly 
autonomous architectural aesthetic and, in so 
doing, visualizing relationships between text and 
image. His participation in the “Deconstructivist 
Architecture” exhibition, held at the Museum of 
Modern Art in New York (1988), bears witness to 
his critical inclusion amongst contemporary archi¬ 
tects arguing the crucial theoretical approach. 

Eisenman’s involvement with the dialogue of 
displacement also sets him securely within a 
postmodernist critical discourse. He has rehed 
heavily upon a selection of archetypes to express 
displacement, both visually and structurally. Of 
primary importance in his comparatively few 
executed buildings, the grid and the cube are 
paramount (for example, the Berlin housing 
project, 1981; Wexner Center for the Visual Arts, 
Ohio State University, Columbus, 1983-9; Guar- 
diola project, Santa Maria del Mar, Spain, 1988). 
Each of these is exemplary within Eisenman’s oeuvre 
for undermining traditional notions of how a 
structure is culturally read, while the grid and 
cube become the “texts” of Eisenman’s avant- 
garde reading. 

Few have found his somewhat esoteric, densely 
intellectualized written treatises easy or straightfor¬ 
ward, and he has frequendy been criticized for over 
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reliance upon the rhetoric of contemporary debate. 
Nonetheless, his writings are, if anything, increas¬ 
ingly influential to emerging generations of young 
architects, especially in Europe and the United 
Kingdom. After helping to found the Institute for 
Architecture and Urban Studies in New York 
(1967) Eisenman inaugurated, as well as edited its 
pubhcation Oppositions in which a valuable selection 
of his early writings are found. Main themes which 
run through his work, both built and penned, 
include argmnents against the value of cultural 
relativity, the identification of cultural convention 
as a form of political repression, and the formula¬ 
tion of post-functionalism as both a negation of 
modernism and a “term of absence.” Amongst 
his critics, Diane Ghirado stands at the forefront 
with her lucid and balanced observations. 
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end of history 

The idea that history, as a progressive development 
producing major social change, is now over is 
known as the “end of history.” Proceeding 
originally from the philosophy of G.W.F. Hegel 
(1770-1831), “the end of history” has been widely 
used to describe the course of modern and 
postmodern culture. There have been two separate 


phases in the development of this idea: a 
theoretical phase centering around the work of 
Alexandre Kojeve (1902-68) and largely confined 
to speculative philosophy and historiography, 
and a phase of popularization founded upon the 
work of Francis Fukuyama (1952-), whose applica¬ 
tion of Kojeve’s theories generated controversy 
within political science and sociology. 

Origin 

Hegel’s notion that history as a dramatic, 
purposive enterprise had ended with the Napoleo¬ 
nic era in the early 1800s was revived by the 
Russian-French thinker Kojeve in the 1930s. 
Kojeve, in a closely argued analysis of Hegel’s 
philosophy, states that history as a systemic process 
consists of the human struggle for recognition. 
Humanity is divided into masters, who have 
control but have no impetus to strive to consum¬ 
mate their destiny, and slaves who, though 
seemingly powerless, are the locomotive of pro¬ 
gress. The masters, associated with the ideal, 
express themselves through fighting. The slaves, 
embodying the material, are confined to work. 
Unfulfilled by ancient and medieval institutions 
such as the family and Christianity, in modern 
times humankind becomes satisfied, after the slaves 
take on the fighting attributes of the masters in the 
French Revolution, by the emergence of a universal 
state, which gives humanity a forum in which to 
come to consciousness. Thus historical develop¬ 
ment has, in modern times, come to an end. 
Kojeve intended his theory not just as philosophy 
but as analysis of the world after 1945, with its 
increasing uniformity derived from Western 
science and culture, a uniformity Kojeve saw 
displayed in both American and Sino-Soviet 
cultures. Life in this world would go on, of course, 
but lacking the stimulus of historical struggle it 
would become bland, boring, lacking in both the 
peaks and valleys of humanity’s self-realization. In 
a 1959 postscript to his book, however, Kojeve 
instances Japan as an exception. Anticipating 
postmodernity the Japanese culture had seized 
upon snobbery as a mode of keeping human 
passions alive and thus not making existence totally 
meaningless. 
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Postmodernism 

Although these theories were heard on the fringes 
of postmodern debate in the 1980s, they exploded 
into prominence with the 1989 publication by 
Fukuyama, an American political scientist and 
State Department employee, of his article, “The 
End of History” in the journal The National Interest. 
As the Soviet bloc was coUapsing, Fukuyama used 
Kojeve’s twentieth-century exposition of the idea of 
the “end of history” to herald the worldwide 
victory of liberal democracy. This appealed to 
postmodernists because of its celebration of the 
collapse of utopian progress; the idea’s general 
canonicity surely had something to do with the 
approach of the year 2000. Expanding his work 
into book form, Fukuyama linked the idea of the 
struggle for recognition with the idea of the “last 
man” envisioned by Friedrich Nietzsche (1844— 
1900). The last man is no longer heroic, but 
content to dedicate himself to the minor pleasures 
available within civil society. Fukuyama was 
unpopular among the left as he seemed to gloat 
over the fall of communism and envision a 
capitalist utopia thriving on globalization. Yet 
Fukuyama was influenced by Marx, and Marxist 
thinkers often felt solidarity with Fukuyama’s 
nostalgia for a historical dialectic that in the post- 
Cold War era was not available. Empirically 
minded critics attempted to refute Fukuyama by 
noting continued bloodshed in certain unpacified 
areas of the world; theoretically inclined ap¬ 
proaches contended that Fukuyama has misunder¬ 
stood Marx rather than refuted him. 

Fukuyama’s theories are also similar to Jean- 
Fran 5 ois Lyotard’s vision of the end of grand 
metanarratives and their collapse into a miscellany 
of plural discourses, which is one of the hallmarks 
of postmodernism. Neither Fukuyama nor Kojeve, 
though, were totally in the camp of postmodern 
fragmentation, as they see history, even at its end, 
as being a meaningful process. 

See also: post-Marxism 
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NICHOLAS BIRNS 

episteme 

In Greek, episteme refers to absolute, systematic 
knowledge. The word was borrowed by Michel 
Foucault (1926-84) to refer to the ensemble of 
relations and the laws of transformation uniting all 
discursive practices (see discourse) at a given 
period of time. Since 1966 when Foucault first 
introduced it in Les Mots et les choses (translated and 
published in English in 1970 as The Order of Things), 
the term has been used extensively by a number of 
postmodern theorists and across a variety of 
disciplinary fields. 

The emergence of the episteme as a key term in 
Foucault’s work marks his desire to emphasize a 
certain regularity in the development of different 
forms of knowledge [connaissance as distinguished 
from episteme) at a specific moment of time. As 
Foucault uses it, the episteme indicates precisely this 
regularity, the network of structural laws which can 
account for the numerous thresholds that discur¬ 
sive formulations cross. For instance, Foucault’s 
work addresses the rise of epistemological figures 
(discursive formations with their own validating 
group of statements); the sciences (epistemological 
figures obeying a number of formal criteria); 
formalized systems (scientific discourses able to 
organize the formal structures that they constitute). 
In addition, Foucault uses the term to refer to the 
laws governing the relations between these thresh¬ 
olds, their transitions from one formation to 
another, and their distribution in time. Though it 
has also been taken to refer to the period of time 
within which a specific set of discursive regularities 
is located, Foucault emphasizes in The Archaeology of 
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Knowledge that the episteme should not be perceived 
as manifesting “the sovereign unity of a subject, a 
spirit, or a period” (1972: 191). The episteme of an 
age, he writes, is “not the sum of its knowledge, nor 
the general style of its research... it is a space of 
dispersion ... an open field of relationships.. .no doubt 
indefinitely specifiable” (1978; 10). 

Despite Foucault’s insistence on the impossi¬ 
bility of fixing the episteme of a period, significant 
objections have been raised against the term by a 
number of critics for its totalizing implications. It is 
true, however, that Foucault has never perceived 
the episteme as an all-embracing theory that would 
claim to determine the totality of knowledge at a 
given period. In his early work, at least, the notion 
of the episteme opens up the space for Foucault the 
archaeologist to move beyond a totalizing under¬ 
standing of history toward an analysis attentive 
to the discontinuities within it, not seeking to 
comprehend them under a unifying theme. In 
works like Madness and Civilization and The Order of 
Tilings, Foucault pays attention to the “ruptures” 
in the history of the sciences, what he calls 
“epistemic shifts.” According to Foucault, an 
analysis of these shifts not only offers a grasp of 
the limitations imposed on discourse at a given 
moment but also enables the archaeologist to raise 
different questions relating to science, questions 
that no longer focus on what legitimates science 
but on “what it is for... [a] science to be a 
science” (1972: 192). 

Foucault’s rewriting of the history of science as 
the complex relationship of successive epistemic 
shifts remains a controversial issue in critical 
evaluations of his work. As some of his detractors 
argue, Foucault fails to account for the reasons of 
these shifts. Despite his concern with relating the 
discontinuities he detects to historical practices and 
not to a transcendental subject, critics like Diane 
MacdoneU argue that he “loses the fink between 
knowledges... and other social practices” (1986: 
88). In fact, according to Robert Young, it is for this 
very reason that Foucault “abandons” the project 
of archaeology and the analysis of epistemis (which 
he comes to find too “clean, conceptually aseptic”) 
for a more political understanding of historical 
inquiry in terms of Friedrich Nietzsche’s notion of 
“genealogy” (1990: 81). 
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erasure 

Erasure is a typographical practice used by Jacques 
Derrida (1930-) to question the univocity of 
meaning. An important term in the vocabulary of 
Derrida and deconstruction, erasure is on one 
level the typographical practice of marking key 
words or terms with a large X, a device used earlier 
by Derrida’s philosophical predecessor, Martin 
Heidegger (1889-1976). It is, however, more 
than a typographical novelty because by placing a 
word sous rature (that is, “under erasure”), Derrida 
simultaneously recognizes and questions the term’s 
meaning and accepted use. 

The typographical usage first occurs in the 
initial chapter of his 1967 bookZ)« la Grammatologie, 
translated and published in Enghsh as Of Gramma- 
tology in 1976. In response to the question “what is 
the sign?,” Derrida remarks: “One cannot get 
around that response, except by chaUenging the 
very form of the question and beginning to think 
that the sign is that ill-named thing, the only one, 
that escapes the instituting question of philosophy: 
“what is?” (1976: 19). As this passage demon¬ 
strates, the typographical practice reveals the larger 
set of issues erasure raises. Ultimately, it is not just 
particular signs that come under erasure for 
Derrida, but signification and the very basis for 
and structure of originary meaning. As such. 
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erasure functions as the typographical expression 
of deconstruction. 

The practice has much to do with the larger 
concern over presence and absence within the 
metaphysical tradition initiated by Heidegger that 
Derrida extends. Heidegger’s philosophical enter¬ 
prise addresses what is forgotten and concealed in 
the history of metaphysics, and the primary concept 
under erasure is Being itself, a presence that is now 
absent. Heidegger, then, is concerned with trying to 
return this absence to a new, truthful presence. 

Derrida differs with Heidegger on this essential 
point, and he questions whether presence is 
recoverable in an essay titled “Differance” pub¬ 
lished in his 1972 book Marges de la philosophie, 
translated and published in English as Alargins of 
Philosophy in 1982. While Heidegger wishes to 
recover the presence of the absence, Derrida 
questions the existence of a past presence, suggest¬ 
ing that there is no originary presence with which 
to begin. Instead, all that exists for Derrida is the 
absence of a presence that never was, marked by a 
trace, which is itself “not a presence but the 
simulacrum of a presence that dislocates itself, 
displaces itself.” Thus, the trace is ultimately a false 
copy of presence that “properly has no site,” 
Derrida adds, for “erasure belongs to its structure.” 
The trace, however, has an even more particular 
character: it is “a trace of the erasure of the trace” 
(1982: 24). Put simply, erasure for Derrida does not 
mark a lost presence but the potential impossibility 
of presence. 
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ethics 

Ethics is the historical inquiry into how one is to be. 
Distinctive to this inquiry and what differentiates it 


from its relative, morality, are logicality and 
temporality. Morality is a science in practice, a 
description of behavior already done; ethics is the 
art of theory, a prescription for conduct yet to be 
done. A moralist merely puts into action answers 
readily received; the ethicist eagerly puts into 
question quests carefully conceived. The inquiry 
always presenting is how a perception of what one 
is, whatever that may be, becomes the inception of 
what one is to be, forever that might be. 

Ethics began with a two-fold act of fifth-century 
BC Greek sophistry: conservative criticism of 
custom concluding convention, and radical relati¬ 
vism rendering the why of morality. Next came 
Socratic indefinitive knowledge of arete, Platonic 
harmonious Republic of soul, and Aristotelian 
eudaimonia complementing reason. Then, times 
became tough as system slowly collapsed and 
another trio made for the stage: Epicurean wisdom 
of ataraxia. Skeptic epoche to achieve it, and Stoic 
apathda according with nature. With the move from 
great Greece to ruinous Rome, living death finally 
became thematic for Christian religion, soul 
simplification, and self-sacrificial morality. 

History halted as Friedrich Nietzsche diag¬ 
nosed this human harmony with the cosmos, 
nature, or others as originating in opposition 
between the community of masters and a mass of 
slaves. One and an opponent are always in 
existence and necessarily compliment each other 
because the tension of the two underlies and 
manifests itself as both as different from each. 
Never is the force of each absorbed by the other, 
because each is defined by both mutual repulsion 
of an inability to be overcome, total otherness, and 
mutual attraction of a dependence which is in need 
of definition, other’s totality: otherwise death 
ensues. 

Of such a death, Emmanuel Levinas charged 
predecessors by reducing the Other in objectiviza- 
tion and denying its absolute alterity; it is the 
challenge of oneself in the face of the Other that 
the question of ethics eventually evolves. One is 
immediately affirmed by oneself in founding a 
position in intentional thought and is open to 
question, to questioning, and responsibility. A 
justifying response is called for in which the 
Other’s space is immanendy to be usurped and 
timing for death innocendy ignored. Ethics of this 
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justice arises not from one’s death but in 
instability and division of the mauvaise conscience. 

A further divided consciousness, beyond Sig¬ 
mund Freud’s mere layers of psychic structures 
programming oneself, became democratically 
multiple under Richard Rorty. One’s self is 
without underlying coherence, hierarchy, or core 
and is but an unstable combination of opposing 
underdeveloped selves randomly and multiply 
formed. Discovery and conformity are essentially 
dismissed in favor of aestheticized ethics in which 
one is seduced to inventing and enlarging any 
selves. However, two paths are presented, unifica¬ 
tion of self-creation and multiplication of self¬ 
extension, both of which are self-description. 
Novelty in experience providing possibilities and 
novelty in language negotiating narratives gener¬ 
ate new selves of historically conditioned vocabul¬ 
aries. 

Roland Barthes reveals such a shift from what 
is to what is to be taking place in the movement 
from the concrete work being displayed to the 
productive text being demonstrated. Experience, 
discourse, and methodology become the field 
within which writer and reader are relativized, 
meanings irreducibly pluralized, and separation of 
writing and reading overcome. Outward authority 
is abolished in a network of characters and inward 
multiphcity is guaranteed in a literary and aesthetic 
ethic. All those involved are linked in a single 
process of active collaboration, but one that 
relations are never remote and languages are 
subjected as well. 

Both the self, as a construct of language, and 
language itself, as structure toiled by desire 
foreign to yet intimate with each, are not really 
subject to anyone’s choice; it is a riddle of Jacques 
Lacan that identity enters only afterward and 
unwillingly. However, an ethics of psychoanalysis, 
as some measure of action containing judgment, is 
supported not by possible and reasonable service of 
goods but by unconditional desire. The sole good is 
what serves as access to desire: one’s metonymy; 
even in betrayal by another with impunity, ethics 
neither gives ground relative to desire nor returns 
to directionless conscience. 

Ethics is thus the interdisciplinary activity par 
excellence in which every branch of knowledge, 
from aesthetics to semiotics, is invited and 


required. Every theory, at least with reinterpreta¬ 
tion into ethical theory, transforms the history of 
ethics as itself is but another instance of ethical 
theory. No amount of discourse in ethics, its history; 
or even its history’s alternative histories would 
signify closure. What prevents such finality is the 
very essence of ethics as an experience of limits, as 
the experiment. The fate of ethics becomes not 
only what one is to be but what ethics is to be as 
well. 

See also: binary opposition; self/other; semiotics 
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exteriority 

The state of lying outside or coming from the 
outside. The term acquired wide currency in the 
context of postmodern (see postmodernity) 
interrogations of the ways in which knowledge is 
constituted and legitimated in Western epistemol¬ 
ogy. Questions relating to exteriority have taken the 
following forms: (a) is an aU-omniscient/all-power¬ 
ful position outside one’s field of vision, under¬ 
standing and critique possible? (b) In what ways are 
Western categories of knowledge dependent on a 
process of exclusion that guarantees the unity, 
consistency and purity of these categories by 
positing an otherness outside them? (c) How can 
we relate to that which is not subsumable under 
any of our systems of thought without reducing its 
otherness or compromising its position of radical 
exteriority? 

The difficulty of postulating the reassuring 
possibility of an outside that would ground and 
legitimate one’s truth-claims has become a recur¬ 
rent theme in discussions of postmodernity. In The 
Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (1984) 
Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1924—) defines postmo¬ 
dernity as precisely the resistance to aU privileged 
meta-positions (see metacriticism; metalan¬ 
guage). Whereas for Lyotard this resistance 
constitutes a move away from totalizing paradigms 
of science (see totalization), opening up a space 
for difference (understood as “dissension” and 
“paralogy” in the context of his work), for 
detractors of postmodernism such as Jurgen 
Habermas (1929-), Fredric Jameson (1934—) 
and Christopher Norris (1947-), among others, it 
removes all grounds for science and, hence, 
forecloses the very possibility of critique. 

The analysis of Western philosophical categories 
from the perspective of what they have repeatedly 
excluded as “exterior,” “accidental,” “accessory,” 
“supplementary” or “parasitic” constitutes another 
important direction in postmodern thought. In his 
influential, though highly contentious, work the 
philosopher Jacques Derrida (1930-) has demon¬ 
strated the extent to which what he calls logo- 
centrism is dependent on a system of hierarchical 
oppositions in the context of which each of the 
binary terms is considered to be exterior to the 
other. As Derrida argues in Dissemination (1981), this 


“means that one of these oppositions (the opposi¬ 
tion between inside and outside) must already be 
accredited as the matrix of aU possible opposition” 
(1981: 103). The task that Derrida has set himself is 
to expose the tensions within this matrix; the 
tensions, precisely, that render unstable the very 
category of the “within.” In his discussion of 
writing, the supplement, the pharmakon, par- 
ergon and the hymen (to mention but a few of 
Derrida’s inter/valiums) the philosopher has insisted 
that the “outside penetrates and thus determines 
the inside” (1988: 152-3). In arguing that there is 
no absolute outside, Derrida aims at questioning 
the notion of a pure interiority (as essence, 
presence or underlying message) which has 
conditioned the Western understanding of sub¬ 
jectivity, truth, and language. 

It is a similar desire that drives Michel 
Foucault’s (1926-84) project of interrogating 
“our will to truth” (1981: 66). In “The Order of 
Discourse,” his inaugural lecture at the College de 
France (1970), Foucault proposes a critical and 
genealogical discourse analysis that would “re¬ 
store to discourse its character as an event” (1981: 
66). The shift from the quest for an “interior, 
hidden nucleus” (1981: 67) within discourse to the 
study of what Foucault calls its “exteriority” is one 
of the methodological requirements of this analysis. 
In his definition of the term, however, Foucault 
distinguishes his project from Derrida’s which he 
condemns for having fallen prey to “the monarchy 
of the signifier” (1981:73). “Exteriority” for 
Foucault refers, not to the differential materiality 
of the signifier, but to the external conditions that 
have determined the appearance, growth and 
variations of a specific discourse. It is, therefore, 
according to him, what renders his project more 
than a textual exercise in reading (see textuality), 
ensuring its function as “effective history.” 

Finally, postmodern European philosophy has to 
a great extent developed as an attempt to redress 
the impact of what Emmanuel Levinas (1906-96) 
calls the “underlying allergy” of Western philoso¬ 
phy (1998: 177). As he explains in “The Trace of 
the Other,” philosophy has “from its infancy” been 
“struck with a horror” of what resists its categories 
of thought, remaining outside them as them 
inassimilable excess. It is this surplus to the 
philosophical logos that Levinas calls exteriority, a 
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term first introduced in this sense in his Totality and 
Infinity (1969). In this “essay on exteriority,” as the 
work has been subtided, Levinas aims at putting 
forward an alternative mode of understanding 
beyond ontology which he holds responsible for the 
“egological” direction in Western philosophy, that 
is, its deployment as the eternal recovery of/ return 
to the Same. To “ontological imperialism,” which 
he traces from Plato to Heidegger, Levinas opposes 
what he calls “metaphysics,” which he defines as 
the transcendent relation with an other from 
whom, however, an infinite distance is kept. As 
Levinas argues, the relation that metaphysics 
implies presupposes an “absolute gap of separa¬ 
tion” (1969: 293). This is why it needs to be 
understood as an “unrelating relation,” which 
leaves the other’s being (that is, his/her exteriority 
as “the essence of being,” 1969: 290) intact. 
According to the philosopher, metaphysics as an 
externally oriented relation is effectuated through 
dialogue in the face-to-face encounter with the 
other. Predicated on the asymmetry of dialogue 
(that is, the preservation through/in language of 
the incommensurable distance from exterior 
being), metaphysics constitutes a move beyond 
the ontological valorization of politics as the 
violence of totality that devours distance and 
dispenses with the outside. Indeed, it marks the 
“breach of totality” (1969: 35), opening the 
possibility for what in Levinas is not merely “a 
branch of philosophy, but first philosophy” (1969: 
304): that is, ethics understood as the inabsolvable 
debt to that which, in radical ingratitude, refuses to 
give (itself). 

Though controversial in many ways, Levinas’s 
work on exteriority has determined the direction of 
postmodern philosophy, influencing the work of 
Jacques Derrida, Luce Irigaray (1932-), Jean- 
Frangois Lyotard, and Maurice Blanchot (1907-), 
among others. Already in “Time and the Other,” 
an essay first published in 1947, Levinas demon¬ 
strates an awareness concerning the ontological 


impHcations of the term he has placed at the center 
of his work: “exteriority,” he writes, “is a property 
of space, and leads the subject back to itself” (1987: 
76). After Totality and Infinity, in an effort to break 
away from his indebtedness in this work to the 
language of ontology; the philosopher has gradually 
abandoned the term “exteriority” in favor of that 
of “alterity.” 

See also: margin 

References 

Derrida, Jacques (1981) Dissemination, trans. Bar¬ 
bara Johnson, London: The Athlone Press. 

- (1988) Limited Inc, trans. Samuel Weber, 

Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press. 
Foucault, Michel (1981) “The Order of Discourse,” 
trans. Ian McLeod, in Robert Young (ed.). 
Untying the Text: A Poststructuralist Reader, London 
and New York: Routledge. 

Levinas, Emmanuel (1969) Totality and Infinity, trans. 
Alphonso Lingis, Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne 
University Press. 

-(1987) Time and Other Essays, trans. Richard A. 

Cohen, Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University 
Press. 

- (1998) “The Trace of the Other,” trans. 

Alphonso Lingis, in William McNeill and Karen 
S. Feldman (eds). Continental Philosophy: An 
Anthology, Oxford: Blackwell. 

Lyotard, Jean-Frangois (1984) The Postmodern Con¬ 
dition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff Ben¬ 
nington and Brian Massumi, Manchester: 
Manchester University Press. 

Further reading 

Derrida, Jacques (1974) Of Grammatology, trans. 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press. 

MARIA MARGARONI 




Feminism and postmodernism 

Postmodern feminism is a movement anteceded by 
the publication in 1949 post war France of Simone 
de Beauvoir’s La Deuxienw Sexe (The Second Sex). 
Asserting that “woman is made not born,” de 
Beauvoir investigated how woman has historieaUy 
functioned as the culturally constructed and 
conditioned Other of man. The question she posed 
in La Deuxieme Sexe is why woman remains, in the 
dominant eultural discourse, immanent while man 
realizes transcendence. 

With the student revolution of May 1968 in 
Paris, the new French feminism was established, 
primarily as a second generation response to the 
concerns raised by de Beauvoir. A number of 
feminist groups joined during this period with the 
aim of liberating themselves from patriarchal 
oppression. Included among them were the 
materialists for whom class struggle was at the 
forefront of feminism, as it was for de Beauvoir a 
generation earlier. Christine Delphy, Anne Tristan 
and Monique Plaza worked closely with de 
Beauvoir in this regard. The influential group 
Psychanalyse et Pohtique (Psych et Po) led by 
psychoanalyst Antoinette Fouque became the 
object of their antagonism. In claiming that 
psychoanalysis and philosophy were essential to 
their emancipation. Psych et Po members were 
spurned as essentialists; specifically, because they 
venerated woman’s position as Other in these 
discourses, a critique which would later be taken 
up by Anglo-American feminists. Julia Kristeva, 
Luce Irigaray and Helene Cbcous became asso¬ 
ciated with Psych et Po; this alliance would later 


characterize them in North America as postmo¬ 
dern feminists. 

For the most part, the Anglo-American critique 
elaborated that of the French materialists in 
claiming that Psych et Po, and subsequently, 
postmodern feminism was indifferent to the 
historical and social reality of women’s experience. 
As an educated, bourgeois class of women who 
refused to identify themselves as feminists, their 
postmodern theory was critiqued for its convoluted 
and opaque abstractions. 

Until recently, the term postmodern feminism 
referred to a second generation of French feminists 
associated with Psyche et Po. They were renamed 
postmodern feminists in North America, primarily 
because of their ideological alliance to male French 
contemporaries, namely, Jacques Derrida and 
Jacques Lacan. In situating themselves historically 
in relation to the crisis of reason, postmodern 
feminists aimed to expose the internal contra¬ 
dictions of metaphysical discourse privileging the 
subject of certainty {cogito), that is, a disembodied 
and universalized male-identified consciousness. 
The Freudian notion of the unconscious became 
pivotal to their subversion of metaphysical dis¬ 
course. Two of the most significant postmodern 
feminists, Julia Kristeva and Luce Irigaray, appro¬ 
priated Lacan’s reinterpretation of Freud. Lacan’s 
theory provided them with a conceptual framework 
for pre-Oedipal experience, that is, the relation 
between child and mother which structures 
identity. In La Revolution du langage poetique (Revolu¬ 
tion in Poetic Language), for instance, Kristeva 
establishes her concept of the chora as the 
designated space of the maternal, that is, the 
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repressed, unconscious element of the cultural 
symbolic or Law of the Father. As a referent for 
the chaotic, hbidinal drives of the pre-oedipal child, 
the chord articulates the debt of patriarchal discourse 
to the mother. Kristeva locates the maternal as an 
inarticulated excess (jouissance), specifically, in the 
avant-garde poetry of MaUarme and Artaud; from 
the latter, she establishes an ethical stance as the 
discourse of love directed towards the M/Other 
(see Histoires d’amour, (Tales of Love)). In defining 
the feminine within the pre-Oedipal dynamic of 
mother and child, Kristeva differs from Luce 
Irigaray. In Speculum de L’autre Femme (Speculum of 
the Other Woman), Irigaray subverts the pre- 
oedipal dynamic initiating the identity of a male 
child in Lacan’s mirror stage; the mirror referring 
to the position occupied by a female m/other 
which reflects the imaginary relation of a male 
child to itself Irigaray’s metaphor of a concave 
mirror, a speculum, turns Lacan’s concept of the 
mirror back upon itself by referring to a mode of 
self-reflection establishing the sexual specificity of 
the female subject. The metaphorical speculum is 
applied by Irigaray to uncover the position of 
woman as immanent other in metaphysical 
discourse, for instance, in Plato’s allegory of the 
cave ; an analysis similar to that of de Beauvoir in 
La Deuxieme Sexe. In defining woman as a sexed 
identity in and for herself, Irigaray establishes 
woman as subject by subverting the maternal 
metaphor. 

Pivotal to the discourses of Kristeva and Irigaray 
is Derrida’s concept of d^erance. For Kristeva, 
dijferance refers to the pre-oedipal, libidinal energy 
associated with the maternal unconscious which 
underlies, and threatens the stability of metaphy¬ 
sical identity. In designating difference internal to 
each subject regardless of sex, Kristeva differs from 
Irigaray. The latter appropriates the Derridean 
notion of differance by delineating the difference of 
gendered subjects from one another, subjects whose 
sexual difference is culturally constructed through 
symbohc language. 

Another prominent voice of postmodern femin¬ 
ism is that of Helene Cixous. ha appropriating 
Derrida’s concept of dijferance, she coined the term 
I’ecriture feminine (feminine writing) and analyzed its 
difference from canonized masculine writing {lit- 
eratur). Cixous conceives of the latter in psycho¬ 


analytic terms, specifically, as rooted in the male 
genital and libidinal economy signified by the 
phallus. In the manner of Derrida, GLxous initiates 
her challenge to literatur in “Sorties” by decon¬ 
structing binaries such as Culture/Nature which 
represent masculinity and femininity respectively. 
She refuses to posit a feminist theory' and claims 
that I’ecriture feminine is utopic rather than stylistic in 
its intent to transform cultural representations of 
woman. By subverting the rigid, binary structure 
definitive of patriarchal language, Cixous provides 
a departure from this structure which allows 
writing the multiplicity she refers to as feminine. 

There has been an appropriation of, and 
response to Kristeva, Irigaray and Cixous within 
the Anglo-American sphere which has broadened 
the term “postmodern feminism.” Most prominent 
among the Anglo-Americans are Toril Moi, Susan 
Bordo and Judith Butler. The last invokes sexual 
difference as an issue of material differences 
formed by discursive practices. Other feminists 
from the commonwealth countries, Britain and 
Australia particularly, include Margaret Whitford, 
Elizabeth Grosz and Rosi Braidotti. 
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Fernandez Retamar, Roberto 

b. 9 June 1930, Havana, Cuba 

Essayist, literary critic and poet 

Inspired by the Cuban Revolution (1959), Roberto 
Fernandez Retamar staged a new era for the 
historical interpretation of cultural phenomena to 
reevaluate the historical and ethnic specificity of 
Latin America. As the president of Casa de las 
Americas (1986) and editor of its journal (1965), he 
published one of the first translations into Spanish 
of Fredric Jameson’s reading on postmodernism 
and fostered a debate from a global perspective. Fie 
stressed on projects of counter-colonial resistance 
to explore the dilemmas that a pohtics of identity 
poses for a continent that has evolved to cope with 
contradictions of class and race. His own literary 
criticism established refreshing relationships with 
the Spanish literary canon by elaborating a theory 
of Latin American literature that erodes the 
hegemonic and Western reading of Latin American 
culture. His notorious essay Caliban (1971) con¬ 
tributed to Latin American Studies with a keen 
criticism of eurocentricism and a Marxist analysis 
of Latin-America’s cultural identity. His poetry, 
influenced by the social poetry of Nicolas Guillen, 
the Grupo Origenes and the avant-garde move¬ 
ments reflects as well his commitment with 
decolonization. Critics have compared his essays 
with the postcolonial discourse of Frantz Fanon, 
Edward Said and Gayatry Spivak. Nevertheless, 
Retamar’s “anticolonial” thought originated in 
Jose Marti’s modernist denunciatory claims against 
US imperialism and neocolonialism. 
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IRMA VELEZ 

fetish 

A fetish is a material object of irrational reverence 
or obsessive devotion. The term “fetish” derives 
from the medieval Portuguese word fetigo, “that 
which is made in order to make,” and was used 
pejoratively by the Church to describe “witchcraft” 
and other “magical” practices. Between the 
fifteenth and seventeenth centuries, Portuguese 
sailors trading in Africa noticed carved figurines 
used in magico-religious cults and called them 
feitigos. The French, who were soon competing with 
the Portuguese, translated the word as fitiche, and in 
this form it became current in Europe. In current 
critical parlance, the fetish — whether it be a golden 
calf, a woman’s shoe, or capital - describes material 
manufactured objects which have gained power 
over their makers. 

The concept of the fetish has a long genealogy 
that begias with the bibhcal notion of idolatry: 
“You shall have no other gods before me. You shall 
not make for yourself a graven image” (Exodus 20: 
3—5). Later, the term was used in medieval Europe 
as a rhetorical trope against Jews, Muslims, and 
other “heathen.” The contemporary conception of 
fetishism began to take shape in the late nineteenth 
century when authors such as Charles de Brosses 
and Auguste Comte proposed that “primitives” 
endowed all external objects with human forms of 
life. Hence, fetishes were regarded as living 
creatures. Near the dawn of the twentieth century, 
the use of fetish dechned in favor of “animism,” at 
least in anthropological descriptions of rehgious 
practices. By then, however, fetish had shpped into 
scholarly circles and become an important critical 
category 

Both Karl Marx (1818—83) and Sigmund Freud 
(1856-1939) referenced fetishism. For Marx, “the 
fetishism of goods” consists of attributing objective 
reahty to non-existent things. This process occurs 
when people, dominated by the products of then- 
own labor, express this ahenation by projecting 
ontological status onto things. For Freud, the fetish 
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is the missing phallus of a male’s castrated mother 
that takes on a will of its own, possessing a 
seemingly magical libidinal power over him. Later 
social critics have employed the fetish as a trope. 
For instance, Walter Benjamin’s discourse re¬ 
leases commodities from their magic aura by 
unmasking their aesthetic ideology. For Theodor 
Adorno, the modern world is one of pure 
appearance, in which images are merely the 
semblance of those particular capitalist fetishes 
that become commodities. 

The rhetoric of the fetish has enjoyed a 
particular resurgence in postmodern critical theory, 
functioning as a common theme in the fields of 
anthropology, feminism (see feminism and 
postmodernism), history, literary criticism, and 
political philosophy, but particularly in art and film 
criticism. In all these areas, the fetish is employed 
as a trope to critique bourgeois society and late 
capitalism. A caveat should be added, however, 
because for aU the power of the fetish as a tool of 
contemporary social criticism, its own critical 
power is bound up in a negative history, as an 
accusation of sorcery and idolatry leveled against 
the “other.” 

GREG GRIEVE 

fiction, postmodern 

Perhaps because the idea of the postmodern is 
essentially that - a discursive construct, a product 
of intellectual debate, in short, a collective fiction — its 
proponents have been ambivalent, and even 
antagonistic, about its relation to literary narrative. 
“Depending on the artistic discipline,” writes Hans 
Bertens in his history of the term, “postmodernism 
is either a radicalization of the self-reflexive 
moment within modernism, a turning away from 
narrative and representation, or an explicit return 
to narrative and representation. And sometimes it 
is both” (1995: 5). The phrase postmodern fiction 
accordingly names a field that is capable of 
containing the semi-autonomous formal experi¬ 
mentation of Samuel Beckett, Vladimir Nabokov, 
the Surfictionists, and the French New Novelists, as 
well as a more narrative-based minimahsm typified 
by the stories of Flannery O’Connor, Raymond 


Carver, Anne Beattie, and Donald Barthelme, and 
institutionalized in creative writing programs and 
the newly aggregated publishing corporations in 
the United States, Canada, Australia, and Western 
Europe. There are also postmodern fictions that 
escape such binaries and fluctuate between a 
formalist self-reflexity and a narrative impulse, 
and in doing so investigate the space and time of 
literary representation. 

In America, where literary critics (notably, Ihab 
Hassan and Leslie Fiedler) were the first to 
seriously adopt the term, postmodern fiction has 
come to be associated with novelists of the 1960s 
and 1970s who wrote against the grain of main¬ 
stream fiction. The experimental exuberance that 
typified such writers as Robert Coover, Thomas 
Pynchon, Joseph McElroy and Wdham Gaddis was 
meant to contrast with the suffocating stability of 
both the Cold War consensus and its favored 
narratives (namely, the 1950s realism of Saul 
Bellow, Phillip Roth, William Styron, John Updike, 
James Baldwin, and the early Norman Mailer). 
International in their influences, American post¬ 
modern novelists extended the scepticism of Jorge 
Luis Borges, Michel Butor, and Alain Robbe- 
GrUlet beyond the conventions of narrative to aU 
possible sign systems within an emerging global 
culture. Deemed “mega-novelists” (Karl), “dissi¬ 
dent postmodernists” (Maltby), “actualists” 
(Strehle) and “novelists of excess” (LeClair), these 
writers have explored the entire range of modernist 
formalism and self-reflexivity, while at the same 
time going outside the realm of art to engage 
particular political, economic, and technological 
systems that are responsible for the literal disman¬ 
tling and symbohc implosion of the modernist 
lifeworld. 

Philosophically speaking, such fiction tends to 
replace epistemological issues involving world 
interpretation with ontological issues having to do 
with world construction (McHale); it traces the 
careers, not of individuals but of bureaucracies; it 
creates agents rather than agencies. Its range of 
reference is emphatically global. Thus, in Gravity’s 
Rainbow (1973), Pynchon offers an impressive 
catalog of technologies and communications media 
that came to maturity during the Second World 
War and provided the material ground for the 
ongoing, postmodern transformations. Coover’s 



122 fiction, postmodern 


The Public Burning (1977) is an early account of the 
reconfiguration of American politics as entertain¬ 
ment. Gaddis’s JR (1975), a Bildungsroman for a 
culture that legally defines a corporation as an 
individual (Siemion), narrates the growth of a 
company through its own criss-crossing lines of 
communication and transportation. The society of 
the spectacle and the reign of the sign are similarly 
triumphant in McElroys Lookout Cartridge (1974), 
which expands the semiotic field to cover the 
transnational culture of business and high-tech 
corporate surveillance. Few writers have achieved 
such a thoroughgoing (and thoroughly critical) 
account of the postmodern lifeworld; yet the 
culture of runaway bookshops and cable news 
networks has had little use for these infinitely 
accurate, infinitely complex representations of its 
own workings. Although American publishing 
occasionally welcomes the isolated mega-novel 
(Richard Powers’s Gold-Bug Variations (1991), Wil¬ 
liam T. VoUmann’s ongoing Seven Dreams series, 
and, most recenUy, David Foster Wallace’s Infinite 
Jest (1996)), the media have generally preferred 
narratives which re-introduce agency, representa¬ 
tion, and human self-consciousness; not a con¬ 
sciousness of one’s own status as a maker of fictions, 
but a detailed awareness of identity politics, gender 
constructions, and petty class loyalties within local, 
often domestic, conditions. Incapable of encom¬ 
passing a powerful aesthetic movement or a unified 
view of artistic production, such fiction celebrates 
“creativity,” newness, and “change” as values in 
themselves, contributing to the general culture of 
economic inflation (Newman). The petit histoires of 
American fiction in the Reagan-Bush era thus 
reduce to a new “regionalism” that falls in nicely 
with locally targeted, direct marketing strategies 
perfected by the publishing monoliths. 

StiU, the dissident ambitions of literary post¬ 
modernism survive in more popuhst forms, parti¬ 
cularly in electronic channels that are momentarily 
undefined commercially and not yet closed to 
innovative fiction. Most noticeably, the critique of 
corporate culture persists in cyberpunk fiction of 
the 1980s (an extraordinarily successful genre that 
derives from alternative science fiction, in-your- 
face attitude, and international pop culture as 
much as it derives from Pynchon and Wdham S. 
Burroughs). The emerging culture of electronic 


textuality has drawn on postmodern textual praxis 
in order to represent its own more or less abstract, 
“unrepresentable” networks and processes to itself, 
an hnpossible representation which has been said 
to follow the Kantian logic of the sublime (Lyotard, 
Jameson). The creation of electronic pathways 
through an ever-increasing, global knowledge base 
has been described (by Moulthrop among others) 
as the embodiment, variously, of Borge’s labyr¬ 
inthine fictions, the infinite regress in John Barth’s 
Lost in the Funhouse (1968), the devil’s lexicography of 
MUorad Pavic and Lawrence Norfolk, and the non¬ 
sequential narrative of Juho Cortazar’s Hopscotch 
(1966). The fictive worlds of Carlos Fuentes’s Terra 
Nostra (1976) and Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s 
Children (1980), where different sorts of characters 
meet at an imaginary conference, can be seen as 
literary precursors to synthetic “virtual realities.” 
The engineering of virtual spaces for real time, 
interactive simulations provides a new literahza- 
tion, and a new legitimation, of those fictional 
worlds. What is affii'med, however, is not the 
obsessive verisimilitude and representational plas¬ 
ticity of virtual spaces, as these are presendy 
conceived, but rather the sort of narrative space 
described by Pavel, in which different “realities” - 
historical, journalistic, literary, and so on - can 
exist on an imaginary plain that makes them equal. 
That such multiplicity is capable of creating 
complexity and differentiation rather than a single 
homogenized reality, is evident in hybrid works of 
undeniable cultural power by Don DeLiUo, Angela 
Garter, and the Latin American “magical realists,” 
aU of whom tell a compelling story while remaining 
dedicated to the pursuit of modernist techniques. 

In the context of electronic textuality; the more 
radical, anti-representational, forms of postmodern 
narrative have been given a new life; and they have 
become, paradoxically the basis for a more flexible 
realism in contemporary fiction. The translation of 
narrative from print to the screen, where a text 
must jostie with non-verbal media and the reader 
can chose his or her own pathway through multiple 
blocks of text, revives process-oriented theories of 
reading from Wolfgang Iser to Roland Barthes, and 
seriously promises to widen the scope of what is 
meant by the term fiction, to free it from the 
hegemony of the novel and relocate it squarely in 
the realm of the ordinary (but an ordinary that has 
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lost its transparency). The terms “materiality” and 
“embodiment” take on a new prominence, the 
relation between raw language and narrative 
becomes newly mediated, and collaboration be¬ 
comes crucial when both the reader and the writer 
are linked by computers and fiber-optic cables to 
textual material that is ongoing, citable in numer¬ 
ous media, and continuous with the real time of 
both composition and pubhcation. (The best 
studies to date of these phenomena may be found 
in European media theory; indeed, in their own 
countries, critical work in this field by Friederich 
Kitder and Norbert Bolz in Germany, and by Paul 
ViriKo and Jean BaudriUard in France, fill the 
cultural space occupied by postmodern fiction in the 
United States.) 

From the perspective of contemporary media 
theory, a work such as William Gass’s The Tunnel 
(1995), twenty years in the making and reviewed as 
a belated mega-novel, appears instead as a sign of a 
resurgent materiality in postmodern writing. Gass’s 
typographical experimentation (neglected by most 
reviewers) and his self-conscious explorations of his 
medium, are coherent with under-recognized 
modernist (and even late Victorian) experiments 
with the page-field, notably by William Morris, the 
Dadaists, the Italian Futurists, and Ezra Pound 
(whose Cantos may be seen as all-over compositions 
using calligraphic and typographical characters). 
Yet such concerns are also wholly in tune with the 
1990s culture of the personal computer (which 
Gass used to design cartoons and other graphics for 
his novel). An attention to the materiahty of 
narrative unites writers as different as Kathy Acker 
and Paul Auster, for whom trash culture and 
popular genres (the detective novel in Auster’s New 
York Trilogy (1987); tattoo art and cyberpunk fiction 
in Acker’s Empire of the Senseless (1988)) provide 
material for pure narrative consumption. The 
same can be said of high culture in Carole Maso’s 
Ava (1993) and David Markson’s Wittgenstein’s 
Mistress (1988), where a world that is free of aU 
“devices” (except for the pen and the typewriter) 
must be made up almost entirely from remembered 
and misremembered quotations. The widespread 
interest in such writers, both popular and in the 
academy, should produce a climate in which 
earlier, under-recognized strains of postmodern 
fiction can be revalued. Critics can be expected to 


return, for example, to postmodern experiments in 
the graphic novel such as Raymond Federman’s 
Double or Nothing (1971) and Ronald Sukenick’s Out 
(1973). The constraint-based fiction of OULIPO 
writers such as Italo Calvino, Georges Perec, Harry 
Mathews, and Jacques Roubaud, long regarded as 
intellectual curiosities or modernist holdovers, also 
bids well to emerge as part of a renewed strain in 
international postmodernism, one whose materi¬ 
ality holds a great potential for carrying narrative 
beyond the world of theoretical speculation, and 
outside the covers of the printed book. 
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JOSEPH TABBI 

film narrative 

Postmodernism’s questioning of the grand narra¬ 
tives of western thought derived from the Enlight- 
enment and associated with progressive 
development in thought and society extends more 
minutely to challenge the received notions of 
structure and coherence in literary and film 
narratives. As the postmodern subject or human 
being has been seen without a fixed, essential or 
permanent identity, the narratives which might 
provide a unified and comprehensive account of 
that subject have likewise become increasingly 
problematic. Whether the designation “postmo¬ 
dern” for diese changes is appropriate remains 
controversial. When queried about the value of a 
plot structure based on the Aristotelian precept of a 
beginning, middle, and end, the French film-maker 
Jean-Luc Godard famously conceded its value with 
the added qualification of not necessarily in that 
order. It is such a relaxed attitude to film narrative 
that may constitute the principal influence of 
postmodernism with respect to narrative in the 
film-making of the past two decades. 

The so-called classical Hollywood style featured 
a wide-ranging system of narrative conventions like 
the centrality of major characters, strong plots, a 
clear forward direction in the storyhne, and a 
trajectory through time which resulted in an 


intelhgible and definitive conclusion. Audiences 
were meant to understand and, more particularly 
feel, a part of the story’s time and space with then- 
expectations satisfied and fulfilled. A somewhat 
more playful approach to film narrative emerged in 
the decade of the seventies with intertextual 
references to works of the past and deliberately 
disorienting fragmentation from the unity of the 
classical narrative style, generating an element of 
pastiche, a neutral acknowledgment of and attitude 
toward predecessors rather than parody or satire. 
Brian De Palma, for example, suggested movement 
toward this aspect of postmodernist film narrative 
in his reworking of favorite Alfred Hitchcock 
material in films like Sisters (1973) with its allusions 
to Rear Window and Psycho. As John Belton explains 
this phenomenon, “in effect, De Palma does not 
‘speak’ direcdy to his audiences but communicates 
through Hitchcock” (1994: 307). 

Stylistic pluralism, moreover, manifested itself in 
the increasing appearance of hybrid and mixed 
categories with respect to genre, as satirized in the 
opening of Robert Altman’s The Player (1992). This 
eclecticism which once was seen as an attribute of 
the subversive avant-garde was becoming assimi¬ 
lated by popular and mass culture in postmodern¬ 
ism. 

A prototypical postmodern mainstream film like 
Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982) was originally 
promoted as if it were a sci-fi action/adventure 
movie. Scott’s film proved disappointing at the box 
office, but subsequendy it has gained esteem for its 
postmodern texture and narrative. Without neces¬ 
sarily realizing she was identifying Blade Runner as a 
postmodern narrative, Pauline Kael anticipated 
future assessments that find merit in what she 
faulted: “Some of the scenes seem to have six 
subtexts but no text, and no context either” (1982: 
82). Instead of a coherent narrative, Scott’s film 
offers ambience and the ironic play of floating 
signifiers about the human condition. The escape 
of Deckard, the Blade Runner, and Rachel, the 
repficant he loves, to a green world at the end of 
the film might appear like the happy ending 
endorsed by classical HoU-ywood narrative, but it 
is so patendy “an add-on,” as it actually was a 
result of post-production tampering with the 
finished film, that it constitutes a parody of 
traditional narrative closure. 
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Many classical film narratives are organized 
along spatial lines with journeys ending in lovers 
meeting and problems of the plot solved, but in 
postmodern narratives this format is interrogated 
and modified as in Gus Van Sant’s My Own Private 
Idaho (1991), which deconstructs the old Hollywood 
“road” genre. Another postmodern aspect of this 
film rests with its intertextualities and the director’s 
indifference to the distinctions between “high” 
culture represented by the allusions to Shake¬ 
speare’s Henry IV and Van Sant’s complementary 
context of popular culture’s gay/grunge. Similarly, 
David Lynch’s Lost Highway (1997) turns the road 
on itself with hnear narrative presented as an 
illusion. Lynch re-visions D.W.Griffith’s parallel 
editing to create a Mobius strip without attainment 
of the supposed destination. With a feminist thrust, 
Julie Dash pursues a similar non-hnear narrative in 
her portrayal of privileged moments in the lives of 
black women at the turn of the twentieth century in 
Daughters of the Dust (1991) which becomes repre¬ 
sentative of the postmodern by severing the usual 
assumed connection between the modern and 
premodern. Typically in postmodern film narra¬ 
tives. plots do not answer their owm questions. 

Perhaps the most frequendy cited mainstream 
postmodern film is David Lynch’s Blue Velvet (1986), 
and its deliberate lack of narrative logic, despite the 
illusion of causal connection, makes it exemplary of 
how postmodernism problematizes familiar terrain. 
Notwithstanding teasing Oedipal details to deline¬ 
ate characters and to advance the plot, the 
narrative’s discovery of revealed secrets releases 
litde definitive information beyond the promise of 
other concealed secrets. However abundant the 
solidity of evidence or the purposefulness of human 
agency seems to be in Blue Velvet, the film calls both 
into question, not because of the director’s 
ineptitude but rather as a result of his ludic delight 
in the adventitious detail and the elevation of 
surface over depth. Thus a new space of narrative 
logic is produced that generates postmodernism’s 
paradoxical and self-referencing aesthetics. 
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film studies 

Applied to the cinema, postmodernism regularly 
functions as an aesthetic category, a loosely 
construed mood or sensibihty a genre, a cluster 
of theoretical positions, a broad-based technologi¬ 
cal development, and a periodizing concept. For 
this reason, postmodernism as such may not lie in 
any singular cinematic signification so much as in 
the locus of significations that compose the 
discipline of film studies itself 

From its debated moment of invention, and 
perhaps because this invention has been so 
frequently debated, the cinema has been the 
subject of extraordinary reflection. But this reflec¬ 
tion has historically turned - and if the recent 
interest in film history and “early cinema” is any 
indication, it stiU does turn — on the medium’s 
intimate connection with modernity. Indeed, the 
cinema was seized upon as the quintessential 
expression of what many, at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, reckoned as modern life: the 
quickened metabohsm catalyzed by sprawling 
cities, the shocks and traumas incurred by rapid 
industriahzation, and finally the feeling that one 
now encountered the world as a “rapid crowding 
of images” (Simmel 1903: 410). Beyond even its 
technology, which was swiftly situated in a 
narrative of modernization, the cinema seemed to 
suggest what Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) 
called, in the context of ancient Greek philosophy, 
a techni, a hybrid of art and industry. Whereas 
Heidegger privileged the capacity of any teckne to 



126 film studies 


glimpse the ontological underside [aletheia, the 
unconcealed-concealing) of the world (1993: 319), 
the cinema was privileged for its ghmpse into a 
new, or modern, age. Perhaps Walter Benjamin 
(1892-1940) offered the most far-reaching articu¬ 
lation of this possibility: 

Our taverns and our metropolitan streets, our 
offices and furnished rooms, our railroad 
stations and our factories appeared to have 
been locked up hopelessly. Then came the film 
and burst this prison-world asunder by the 
dynamite of the tenth of a second, so that now, 
in the midst of far flung ruins and debris, we go 
traveling. 

(1968: 236) 

If the cinema not only captured the modern 
world but went so far as to actualize it, to express 
its percussive shocks and relendess agitations, then 
how can we understand the cinema as postmo¬ 
dern? In some measure, the example of Benjamin 
himself begins to provide the answer, for his 
putatively modern sense of biicolage and fragmen¬ 
tation (qualities he analyzed but also formally 
realized in his Arcades Project) are consistendy 
recruited as postmodern traits. Particularly in film 
studies, where stylistic techniques are often used to 
distinguish movements and periods, modern and 
postmodern contingents regularly poach each 
other’s best “markers.” The suggestion, then, is 
that the boimdary' between the two is ultimately 
arbitrary (some in film studies have even been 
tempted to dissolve the distinction tout court), though 
the dilemma is not limited to the cinema. With the 
possible exception of postmodern architecture, 
which Charles Jencks audaciously yet compelling 
marks with the destruction of the Pruitt-Igoe 
housing project in St. Louis in 1972 (1984: 8-9), 
every art form faces the predicament of drawing a 
line, whether stylistic or historical or both, that 
might indicate just what is postmodern. But while 
the postmodern is always “yet to be justified,” its 
justification in the cinema represents an especially 
difficult case. 

Consider that one of the great tropes of 
postmodernism (or, at least, of defining postmo¬ 
dernism) has been to recourse to a kind of 
thoroughgoing “hybridity.” Rather than define it 
by any singular mode, postmodernism would 


consist in the accumulation, collision, and finally 
embrace of a vast spectrum styles, genres, and 
conventions, both high and low, in a kind of dizzy 
pluralism. Eclecticism, the argument goes, is the 
aesthetic emblem of postmodernism, but the 
cinema appears to confound this logic. The 
Seventh Art has always been a hybrid art. Not 
only is cinema divided between art and industry 
but, as an art, its very evolution has consistendy 
depended upon appropriating, recuperating, and 
conquering various other styles, genres, conven¬ 
tions, and arts. As a dedgling and even disreputable 
entertainment, the cinema evolved by lifting the 
trappings of other artistic movements (impression¬ 
ism, auteuiism). In narrative terms, the cinema 
evolved by borrowing genres from the theater 
(melodrama) and the novel (the Bildungsroman, 
the dime-store Western). Stylistically, the cinema 
evolved by drawing on divergent aesthetic move¬ 
ments (expressionism, pop art). As Andre Bazin 
wrote years ago of adaptation, though with an eye 
toward the relationship between aU arts: “cinema is 
the great leveler” (1967: 66). 

Thus, the cinema seems to play into a frustrating 
antinomy: either it has always been postmodern or 
it has never been, and never will be, postmodern. 
But just as Bazin himself acknowledged stylistic 
hybridity within the broader social and technolo¬ 
gical advancements of the cinema, analyses of 
postmodern cinema have gradually moved away 
from inflexible positions toward more measured 
and nuanced views. To simply tick off ostensibly 
modern qualities against postmodern ones is, in a 
sense, to have already given up on the project of 
seeing those qualities mobilized within different 
socio-economic contexts. By contrast, some of the 
more subtle and expansive treatments of postmo¬ 
dernism gauge cinema within what is sometimes 
called a “cultural dominant” or, more frequently, a 
“paradigm.” A paradigm, as Thomas Kuhn 
explained in The Structure of Scientific Revolution, 
implies a “commitment to the same rules and 
standard” (1996: 11), a consensus so taken for 
granted as to be unconscious or even ideological. 
In contrast to more common historiographic 
models such as the Marxian relation of base and 
superstructure, a paradigm forgoes a notion of 
economic determination “in the last instance” for 
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something more akin to the coordinates which 
formulate the logic of a given historical moment. 

Needless to say, the very notion of a paradigm is 
postmodern, implying as it does the relativity of 
knowledge or “truth” in a given historical moment. 
Symptomatic of this shift in film studies is the 
vigorous debate about knowledge and methodol¬ 
ogy which has emerged over the last ten years, a 
debate that, notably, often pits so-called postmod¬ 
ernists against positivists. In this respect, even the 
most vehement denunciations of postmodernists 
attest to the development of postmodernism, for 
these denunciations avouch a moment of historical 
re-consideration, which is to say, a new paradigm. 
The stiU nebulous consensus of this paradigm is 
that the development of cinema, like other arts 
(especially literature), can be grasped in the 
tripartite logic of a classical (or realist), modern, 
and postmodern period. This periodization sug¬ 
gests, as Fredric Jameson (1934—) notes, that the 
evolution of the cinema, spanning roughly the 
twentieth century, has been remarkably “com¬ 
pressed” (1992: 156). To take a particularly 
intriguing example, Slavoj Zizek (1949—) has 
argued that the cinematic transformation from 
classical to modern to postmodern can be seen in 
the trajectory of Hitchcock’s career alone (1992: 1— 
10). At a more practical level, however, such 
periodization means that the stages of cinematic 
development almost never neady align with the 
broader oudines of a general shift to postmodern¬ 
ism, and it is this difficulty, so obvious that it is 
almost never mentioned outright, that any further 
theorization must confront. 

Like postmodernism generally, the emergence of 
a postmodern cinema is not only understood 
aesthetically or historically but also epistemically, 
that is, as a shift in the conditions of conceptual 
possibility. In one of the more provocative accoimts 
of this transformation in film studies, Robert Ray 
suggests the shift is akin to the one from classicism 
to the baroque; “Defining itself oppositionaUy, the 
baroque has typically recognized classicism’s ne¬ 
cessity as the older, responsible, predictable brother 
in a family never disowned” (1988: 145). As a 
revival of the baroque, Ray explains, postmodern¬ 
ism and poststructuralism constitute a different 
quality of thought, a different system of valuation; 
in contrast to the classical, the baroque assumes an 


aleatory and unconventional temperament: thor¬ 
oughly mannerists, decadent, bizarre, even absurd. 
To put this shift in even greater perspective, it helps 
to see the “responsible” and “predictable” fore¬ 
runner of postmodernism within the larger con¬ 
tours of the project of the enlightenment, that belief 
in rationalism, science, and the mastery of nature 
which we trace back to the seventeenth and 
eighteenth century (see Dialectic of Enlight¬ 
enment). Borne along by such enduring meta¬ 
narratives as progress (Locke), evolution (Darwin), 
and emancipation (Marx), the enlightenment 
constitutes an essentially optimistic ideology. The 
subject of the enlightenment is commonly con¬ 
sidered conscious and coherent, a subject who 
consistendy brings free will and reason to bear on 
the world or, at least, one who is “disciplined” to 
believe as much. 

This model of modernity, supported by the great 
production of literary realism in the nineteenth 
century, at once culminates with and is eventually 
exhausted by the advent of high modernism. 
The relationship between modernity and modern¬ 
ism is no easy one to untangle, but as a generally 
aesthetic term, we can take modernism to work 
within the epistemic limits of modernity. Thus, 
while modernists often react against the rational 
project of modernity - one thinks, for instance, of 
Eliot’s “The Waste Land” or Brecht’s alienation- 
effect [VerfreTndungseJfektj - these reactions were 
ostensibly conditioned by modernity'. Modernist 
tropes such as self-consciousness, irony, and even 
formal fragmentation, all of which are developed in 
a postmodern context, function here within the 
constraints of a stiU coherent subjectivity'. Like 
Immanuel Kant’s (1724—1804) apperceptive unity; 
the modern subject manages to rise above 
empirical vicissitudes, perhaps because modern 
techniques appealed to a residual elitism which stiU 
transcended bourgeois kitsch. Ultimately, the 
modernists sanctioned defamiliarization but not 
quite deterritorialization, for the latter would 
effectively efface their identity or (op)position. Even 
the most politicaUy active and avant-garde aspects 
of modernism - and these aspects are not always 
consubstantial — stfll figured within the fundamen¬ 
tal circumscription of modernity; indeed, it may 
even be that the avant-garde itself was only possible 
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as a modern enterprise, one critically attached to 
the bourgeois, progressive myth of the modern. 

By contrast, postmodernism has been largely 
taken to constitute the dissolution or even fore¬ 
closure ( Verwerfun^ of metanarratives, a breakdown 
of the very ordering principles upon which 
previous generations had rehed. The cause or even 
moment of this transformation remains obscure, 
though a consensus has setded upon the years 
following the Second World War, the flashpoint of 
which was the popular upheavals of May 1968. In 
this respect, the eonditions of the shift to a 
postmodern paradigm range from the specificity 
of the war to the overarching onslaught of post¬ 
industrial capitalism, from the proliferation of 
televisual and later digital technology to the waning 
of structuralism. Perhaps most integral, though, 
was the “discovery” of the Holocaust because it 
literally spelled the end of the enlightenment 
project (see Adorno, Theodor). The conse¬ 
quences for narrative generally -and for the 
cinema, especially the Hollywood cinema, in which 
narrative was the dominant mode - were vast, for 
what the Holocaust implied was not only a change 
in the “conditions of possibility” of thought but 
something of a breakdown in those very conditions. 
As Jean-Franfois Lyotard (1924-98) explained, 
“The emphasis can be placed on the powerlessness 
of the faculty of presentation, on the nostalgia for 
presence felt by the human subject, on the obscure 
and futile will which inhabits him in spite of 
everything. The emphasis can be placed, rather, on 
the power of the faculty to conceive, on its 
‘inhumanity’ so to speak... ” (1983: 80). 

Post-war cinema articulates, in various tones 
and with various degrees of conviction, a slacken¬ 
ing of the “schematism” which links conscious 
decision-making to action. The ideology of 
modernity - an ideology based in causal progres¬ 
sion - begins to suffer. “The most ‘healthy’ 
illusions fall,” explains GiUes Deleuze (1925-95) 
of the postwar cinema. Why? Deleuze cites the 
“unsteadiness of the ‘American Dream’ in all its 
aspects, the new consciousness of minorities, the 
rise and inflation of images both in the external 
world and in people’s minds, the influence on the 
cinema of new modes of narrative with which 
literature had experimented, the crisis of Holly¬ 
wood and its old genres” (1986: 206). In all of this 


the optimism of the enlightenment and the 
assurances of realism lapse, as one clearly sees in 
the production of postwar European cinema (and, 
to a lesser degree, post-classical American cinema). 
Narrative is effectively transformed because, in the 
most radical instances, its propulsive mechanism 
has been lost. Instead, films tend to linger on the 
absence of any such goal and on the resulting gaps 
in narrative certainty: the trauma that prevents 
narrative sublation also compels an intensive and 
innovative “study” of narrative conditions. Con¬ 
sider Alain Resnais’s career, which effectively 
begins when the war ends. From this point, his 
films constitute a remarkable meditation on 
trauma, whether it is the holocaust {Night and Fog 
(1956)), the atomic bomb {Hiroshima, mon amour 
(1959)), the aftermath of war {Muriel (1963)), or 
some other unspeakable, perhaps sexual, episode 
{Last Year at Marknbad (1961)). In the absence of 
any propulsive movement, any certain goal, a new, 
peripatetic sense of narrative develops; formal 
experiments redouble as the cinema deviates from 
the institutional, economic, and aesthetic norms of 
Hollywood. 

The temptation is thus to define the postwar 
period in cinema as postmodern, but in fact this 
period - the period of the great European move¬ 
ments in cinema and of auteurs such as Resnais, 
Bergman, and Antonioni — is generally consigned 
to modernism. The reason for this lies in the way 
these films and film-makers remain linked, if only 
umbilicaUy, to the classical. Perhaps this is most 
evident in the notion of “counter-cinema” that 
developed in the 1970s to characterize the inclina¬ 
tion, most often noted in Godard’s Brechtian 
stance, to interrogate and even disavow classical 
conventions; just as the broader currents of avant- 
gardism remain linked to an arriere-garde, so the 
cinematic project to defamiliarize or decode 
realism meant that films remained tied to the 
older paradigm. Certainly, movements such as 
Italian neorealism and the French New Wave are 
affected by the broader currents of postmodernism, 
and the latter may ultimately mark the clearest 
point of transition to postmodern cinema; but 
insofar as they tweak, distort, or even confront the 
traditional modes of realism the sense remains in 
film studies that these enterprises can stiU be 
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regarded in the context of the “discourse of 
political modernism” (Rodowick 1988). 

The problems of this conceptualization notwith¬ 
standing, one distinguishes postmodern cinema by 
virtue of its departure from classical underpinnings. 
In other words, this new cinema is unmoored from 
realist ground; or, inversely, one cordd say that it is 
only when realism has been entirely disabused of its 
codes that a postmodern aesthetic emerges, that is, 
when there is no longer any ground on which to 
stand. Whereas the modernist cinema strove to 
subvert classical norms (for instance, the regular 
mechanisms of continuity editing), postmodern 
cinema experiences even these subversive effects 
as cliches: with postmodernism, the privilege of 
aesthetic “otherness” finally cedes to the “obso- 
lence of shock” (Berman 1984-5: 41). Jameson’s 
habitual distinction between parody and pastiche 
perfectly conveys this temperamental shift; post¬ 
modernism is: 

the moment at which pastiche appears and 
parody becomes impossible. Pastiche is, like 
parody, the imitation of a pecuhar or unique 
style, the wearing of a stylistic mask, speech in a 
dead language: but it is the neutral practice of 
such mimicry, without parody’s ulterior motive, 
without the satirical impulse, without laughter, 
without that stiU latent feeling that there exists 
something normal compared to which what is 
being imitated is rather comic. 

Jameson 1983: 114) 

In this sense, perhaps one can in fact distinguish 
postmodern hybridity from baseline cinematic 
hybridity insofar as this new eclecticism and 
quotation function within a different “regime.” 
Yes, the cinema has always mixed mediums and 
styles, has always produced sequels and even re¬ 
made older films, and has always tended to muddy 
historical distinctions in a way that anticipates 
postmodernism; however, the postmodern pench¬ 
ant to blend styles, both high and low, produces a 
kind of cocktail which is ultimately consumed very 
differently from its modernist predecessors. Take 
the matter of allusion which is so often reckoned as 
a hallmark of modernism as well as postmodern¬ 
ism. In both allusions proliferate, but in the latter 
they lack the hermeneutic value with which 
modernism endowed them (Carroll 1982). In 


postmodernism, allusions do not imply an under¬ 
lying essence but the absence of any such essence: 
they are invoked as instances of a knowingness 
which has been aU but divorced from anything 
about which to know. Woody Allen’s Stardust 
Memories (1980), for instance, self-consciously recalls 
8 (1963), a fihn which Fellini once described as “the 
story of a film director who is trying to pull 
together the pieces of his life and make sense of 
them.” In Allen’s film, too, a director tries to make 
sense of his life, but the very reference to Fellini’s 
film figure in a vast system of quotation which 
fragments rather than totalizes this project. The 
effect is that of a mise en abyme of images: not 
the coherent design of a “life” but an infinite 
regress which defies any narrative stability. 

The self-consciousness of postmodern film no 
longer sets it apart from the flux of the world, as the 
interpretive elitism of modernism might have 
allowed, but rather sets going a kind of vertigo. 
In David Lynch’s Blue Velvet (1986), arguably the 
most often cited postmodern film, this sense of 
giddy allusion reaches a fever pitch. The cloying 
yet horrifying series of images which open tlie film 
trace the outlines of a kind of Oedipal narrative 
(the modern narrative par excellence) as a father is 
stricken with a heart attack, a mother left alone to 
watch soap operas, and a son, Jeffrey, is eventually 
called back home from college. But this Oedipal 
narrative, like almost everything else in the film, is 
so explicitly and self-consciously drawn out as to 
befuddle the audience. Once back home, Jeffrey 
happens upon a human ear which has been cut off 
and left in a field behind his house; the ear is, like 
Hitchcock’s maguflin, meant to be the object which 
sets going the plot, except that the ear makes 
almost no sense within that plot and the plot itself is 
never adequately sketched. Nothing really com¬ 
putes in Blue Velvet and yet everything is a chche, 
from its elements oifilm noir (prototypical character 
types) to its musical score (so reminiscent of 
Hitchcock) to its predilection for bad puns (about 
the ear, Jeffrey’s girlfriend hears “bits and pieces” 
of rumors). How can we grasp this effect? 

In his book David Lynch, Michel Chion describes 
the peculiar “banality” of the film (1995: 89), that 
is, a kind of “depthlessness” which has been 
conferred on the image. This is not to suggest the 
absence of depth of field; rather, the sensibility 
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connotes a kind of slackening of historical specifi¬ 
city and materiality such that a “real” past has 
given way to an imagined or simulated one {Blue 
Velvet, ostensibly set in the mid-1980s, evokes a 
1950s atmosphere). In effect, there is no more 
index, and the consequences of this are admittedly 
complicated. While postmodernism means that 
“anything goes,” that styles can be called upon and 
syncretized in the most unlikely of combinations, it 
also opens the possibility for a return, albeit under 
new circumstances, to the very cache of older 
conventions which modernism had attacked. This 
may be the most difficult aspect of postmodern 
cinema to grasp, in large part because it means that 
conventions often turn out to particularly post¬ 
modern. In stylistic terms, postmodern cinema 
often teeters between chches - that is, recuperated 
techniques which are recognized as such - and a 
yearning for a moment when such techniques, and 
narratives, were culturally tenable. Postmodern 
cinema is thus paradoxically characterized by its 
historical dislocation as well as its nostalgia, for in 
resurrecting the old there remains an urge, like an 
amputee who continues to feel a phantom limb, to 
return to what once was. The revitalization of so 
many old genres, even if in contemporary of 
futuristic guises (for instance, the update of film noir 
in Blade Runner (1982), or of the western in Outland 
(1981)), nevertheless recalls, or re-imagines, an 
earlier moment, usually one in American life, when 
times were simpler, actions more certain, and 
outcomes guaranteed. 

In this way, both pluralism and nostalgia 
underscore the paradigmaticaUy postmodern feel¬ 
ing that something has been lost, and in the larger 
scheme of things this “something” may be the 
certainty of cinema itself. Indeed, the postmodern 
world is awash in images that, as Jean Baudril- 
lard (1929-) argues, have thrust us into the 
domain of simulation - a world not real (that is, 
verifiable) but hyperreal - that is, virtual, indiffer¬ 
ent to verification (1983: 41). As Deleuze explains, 
“the question is no longer what there is to see 
behind the image, nor how we can see the image 
itself - it’s how we can find a way into it, how we 
can slip in, because each image now slips across 
other images, ‘the background in any image is 
another image,’ and the vacant gaze is a contact 
lens” (1995: 71). Indeed, films are now only a part 


of an image relay which television, with its speed 
and immediacy, has come to dominate. In this new 
visual culture - a culture of not only television but 
cable television, the VCR, and rapidly expanding 
digital technology - the nature of film-making has 
drastically altered. In Hollywood, the change was 
first anticipated in the wake of the divorcement 
decrees of the 1950s with a series of industry shifts 
and re-alignments; mergers, acquisitions, and re¬ 
distribution married this cinema ever more closely 
to other forms of entertainment. In what has come 
to be known as New Hollywood, the production of 
movies increasingly yields a new “cineconomy” 
dominated by marketing strategies, slanted to 
television and foreign markets, and finally dedi¬ 
cated to making less movies for more money. 

The marvelous phrase which Timothy Corrigan 
lends to this new experience is that of a “cinema 
without walls” (a deliberate play on Malraux’s 
“museum without walls”), a metaphor that also 
manages to sketch the broader contours of 
postmodern cinema. First of all, and most 
assuredly for Corrigan, the nature of Hollywood 
production has changed, moving beyond the walls 
of theaters. The production patterns of this system, 
once likened to the Fordist model of the assembly 
line, have come to resemble a newer “manufactur¬ 
ing” ethos. Not only have movies themselves 
moved beyond the walls of theaters, but the 
business of Hollywood has become more and 
more indistinguishable from other forms of 
entertainment, and the result is a second sense 
that can be attributed to Corrigan’s phrase. For 
the “spirit” of cinema has gradually migrated 
away from the Hollywood structure to new, 
emergent cinemas in Africa, India, China, Tai¬ 
wan, Hong Kong, Ireland, Quebec and elsewhere. 
This development was at one time conceived as 
“third cinema” - that is, a cinema apart from first 
world or HoUyw^ood cinema and second world or 
art cinema - but it is perhaps better understood 
now as “minor cinema,” to lift the term from 
Deleuze and Felix Guattari (1930-). In other 
words, in a global culture, these films are no 
longer strictly pohtically oppositional but rather 
seek to speak the language of cinema in new 
dialects, to re-invent the cinema, to produce 
cinema in a “minor” key. 

Most crucial, however, is the final imphcation of 
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Corrigan’s phrase, the one which applies not to 
distribution or production but to reception: “the 
center of movie viewing has shifted away from the 
screen and become dispened in the hands of 
audiences with more (real and remote) control 
than ever before,” he writes (1991: 1). Indeed, the 
cinema belongs increasingly to audiences, for the 
obverse of marketing demographics and industry 
re-alignments is, in fact, a community empowered 
with the capacity not only to consume but to 
consider films. Vitally contributing to this con¬ 
sideration have been various critical discourses, 
from feminism to spectator studies to a thriving 
cultural studies movement, but it is also possible 
to see these more recent developments within a 
larger context of film studies itself Just as we 
chart the development of postmodernism in the 
decades after the Second World War, so we chart 
the development of film studies in those decades, 
from the incipient writings of Cakiers du cinema in 
the 1950s to the maintenance today of a 
discourse, field, or discipline. And yet, film 
studies continues to be postmodern to the degree 
that it eludes strict disciplinarity, indulging instead 
the urge to embrace different means and 
methodologies in a plural, dispersive, and even 
rhizomatic activity. 

See also: simulacrum; visuality 
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Island, USA 

Literary critic and political theorist 

For a critic who has argued against the idea of a 
facile interdisciplinary, Stanley Fish has traversed 
many different disciphnes, and is not easily 
identified with any particular school or movement. 
Nevertheless, from his own unique perspective, he 
helped popularize, within the American academy, 
many ideas associated with postmodernism, and 
Fish’s own work can be said to display the tenets or 
tendencies common to postmodernism’s most 
important Continental figures. Like Michel Fou¬ 
cault, Fish displaced meaning from traditional 
centers such as text and author; like Jean-Francois 
Lyotard, Fish argued that although the law must 
necessarily appeal to universal categories, it is 
always provisional in its application. And finally, 
Fish’s anti-foundationalist and anti-essentialist 
stance aUied him, in many ways, with Jacques 
Derrida. 

Fish’s theoretical work began with his readings 
of sixteenth and seventeenth nondramatic litera¬ 
ture. In his 1967 study, Surprised by Sin, Fish took 
Milton’s theological premise, that true faith only 
comes from a radical uncertainty about God’s will, 
and turned it into a reader-response theory of 
reading. The contradictions within Paradise Lost, 
Fish argued, are not signs of the text’s weakness, 
nor are they meant to be resolved. Rather, they are 
meant to be performed by the reader as he or she 
moves from self-doubt to faith. 

A classic of literary criticism. Is There a Text In this 
Class? (1980) abandoned the idea of the ideal 
reader, and turned instead to the concept of 
“interpretive communities.” Indeed, perhaps the 
best essay of the book, “Interpreting the Varorium,” 
was itself a dramatization of the change in Fish’s 
thinking. Interpretive communities, according to 
Fish, are constituted by rules of interpretation. 
These rules allow intelligibility and determine 
specific interpretations to be right or wrong. Even 
if these rules feel natural to the reader, the 
difference between attributing meaning to the text 
and attributing meaning to interpretive commu¬ 
nities lies in the fact that interpretive rules are not 


innate but learned, and are thus subject to change. 
All meaning is the result of interpretation. In Doing 
What Comes JVaturally (1989), Fish, like Paul de 
Man, rejected the Platonic idea that rhetoric is 
simply a deception intended to obscure truth. 
Taking more of an Aristotelian position. Fish 
argued that politics and discourse are dependent 
on rhetoric. He criticized the critical legal 
studies movement for fostering the misleading 
idea that we could ever get to a codified law which 
was not rhetorical to its core. For Fish, there is 
fairness under the law, but the fairness is not 
absolute, and is determined by the dynamic of 
rhetorical exchange, just as textual meaning is 
dependent on a context tied to ever changing 
interpretive communities. 

The tremendous influence of Is There a Text in 
This Class? was due to the fact that it represented a 
certain critical conjunction between New Criticism 
and Theory. Fish used subde, formal readings of 
canonical texts to reveal the limits of form, the 
points at which form interferes with the stability of 
meaning. In this sense, the reception of Fish’s work 
mirrored the reception of postmodernism by an 
American literary establishment that was trained in 
close reading, and was thus receptive to the textual 
arguments of postmodernism’s Continental propo¬ 
nents. 

Fish’s work in the 1990s dealt more directly with 
political issues. Fish argued that the right had 
appropriated formerly liberal terms such as “free 
speech” and “equality.” This only could have 
happened, argued Fish, because abstractions like 
free speech have no universal, natural content, but 
are instead always invoked to argue for a particular, 
interested political position. What counts as free 
speech and what counts as slander is never self- 
evident, but is always negotiated according to the 
rules of political struggle. Similarly, Fish defended 
the humanities from those who claimed that they 
had lost their position as cultural guardians due to 
increasing professionalism. Professionalism, argued 
Fish, is inevitable, and Fish tried to counter what 
he saw as the increasing masochism within literary 
studies by arguing that one should not apologize 
for one’s professional skills. But even while arguing 
against anti-professionalism and against the idea 
that one could cross disciphnes simply by assertion, 
Fish conceded that just as the fact that interpretive 
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rules seem natural testifies to the fact that 
interpretive communities are inescapable, anti- 
professionahsm testifies to the grip of professional 
imperatives. Indeed, the existence of anti-profes¬ 
sionalism means, in a sense, that the ideology of a 
profession is being taken seriously. 

See also: deconstruction; literary theory; 
poststructuralism; Rorty Richard 
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Foucault Michel 

b. 15 October 1926, Poitiers, France; d. 
25 June 1984, Paris, France 

Philosopher 

Arguably the most influential thinker of the 
postmodern age, Foucault addressed and affected 
psychiatry, medicine, linguistics and literary analy¬ 
sis, social science and history of ideas, criminology 
and the theory of justice, and ethics. More than any 
other, fus work is a symptom (as is his election to 
the College de France) of the breakdown and 
mutation in the social function of knowledge in 
postmodern times. 


How did “man” come to know himself? What is 
(was) Enlightenment? How in fact did the modern 
European turn himself and every human or animal 
he came across in his adventures, his conquests, 
into a knowable species and individual - object and 
subject of knowledge? Marxism had a ready-made 
answer: one class subjugated and objectified 
another (following its economic position), while 
subjecting itself to self-styled universal law (“lib¬ 
erty,” the formation of the “autonomous indivi¬ 
dual”). Feminism too had an answer: men have 
always seen fit to subject and domesticate women, 
to bend them to the task of child-bearing and 
infant care and rearing. And certainly bourgeois 
philosophy (Kant, Hegel and so on) had not 
ignored the fact that autonomy, the emergence of 
freedom, required a long training and disciplining 
to “eradicate nature in the child” (Hegel) and 
supplant it with culture (early unconscious breed¬ 
ing) finally maturing into “reason” or “spiritual 
freedom.” But Foucault was asking another, deeper 
question: what is the human mode of being that 
needs to know, breed, discipline, and control 
everyone and everything? 

Foucault’s unwavering project was to map (in his 
words) “the unconscious of science”; and more 
generally, the “rituals of exclusion” and selection, 
of distortion, repression, compulsion and perver¬ 
sion that define a social domain and shape its 
bodies and souls. He turned around the meaning of 
the imperative “to know thyself,” investigating the 
power to know in its moral-aesthetic schemes and 
strategies. In his 1961 thesis, it was “madness” that 
enfolded the cipher of Western man: the madness 
expelled by Reason from its self-consciousness. Not 
only could madness not know itself, but neither 
therefore could Reason, whose truth was its forced 
containment of unreason excluded within itself 
while projected out into asylums. Later (1976), 
Foucault asserted that a psychiatrized society has 
deployed sexuality as truth (and cause of madness) 
to be confessed, studied, regulated, and “invested” 
with a dangerous power threatening to break out of 
control: a discursive myth shared by aU who seek 
their liberation in sex. 

In the 1960s, Foucault invented his tools for 
analysis of knowledge: a discourse consists in series 
of statements producing discourse-objects. For 
example, psychiatric discourse identifies different 
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types of madmen, whose physiognomy changes as 
categories are displaced or reinvented, but also 
produces the “hysteric,” the “pervert,” the “mas¬ 
turbating child” as critical “discursive objects” 
threatening social order and requiring social 
intervention. The social unconscious is not silenced 
by censorship, it chatters uninterruptedly. Its 
discursive automaton (rules of formation of dis¬ 
course) is a combinatory of virtual or possible 
discourses from which statements emerge to 
determine discernible objects displaying concep¬ 
tual traits. But unlike the transcendental categorial 
scheme of Kant, this “historical a priori” is neither 
universal nor are its rules of inclusion, exclusion, 
deformation, transformation accessible to the 
subjects who use them automatically, having been 
trained to see and say what their epoque and 
“field” have presented to them (incuding its 
problems and disputes). 

Does this mean there is nothing really there in 
the object, that it is a mirage, a myth to be formed 
and deformed by deluded subjects of illusory 
knowledge? No; there are real power-knowledge 
complexes whose interpretations decide the fate of 
real human beings. A comparison could be made 
with sorcery and magic (as with Artaud). The 
statements wielded by postmodern sorcerors — 
parents, educators, judges, police, criminologists, 
psychiatrists, economists, linguists, physicians, but 
also playmates, classmates, fellow patients and 
inmates, “delinquents” and “deviants” - are aU 
designed, however poorly, effectually, or patheti¬ 
cally, to deploy a strategy, to gain power and the 
right to enjoy it. It is in this sense that power is 
immanent and ubiquitous in the social field: not 
because power would be the “substance” of 
Foucault’s ontology, but on the contrary because 
its very ubiquity consists in virtual (local but non- 
localizable) multiplicities of lines, vectors and 
relations of force. A human subject, a developing 
child, an adult, is really shot through and traversed 
with these lines of which “individuals” are the 
nodal points, junctures or tensors (localized 
diagrams of their neighborhoods). 

We are breeders and trainers of ourselves, agents 
of cultural selection inhabiting and inhabited by a 
matrix of language and “behaviors”: no longer 
strictly “disciplinary” (the chain of hospitals, 
schools, camps for training and conditioning. 


correcting and treating and so on, whose model 
is the ubiquitous virtual prison-schema) but in 
transition to “control,” a set of evolving techniques 
for monitoring populations in the open: audio¬ 
video surveillance, identity checks, passwords and 
key codes, electronic bracelets, genetic and cyber¬ 
netic implants, mood-control and memory-control 
drugs, and so on. The underlying problem is that 
humans want to breed, discipline, and control each 
other and themselves; because, as Spinoza said, 
they demand security and struggle for servitude as 
if it were freedom. 

Foucault taught us to look for ruptures and 
mutations of discursive formations and corporeal 
practices at the level of power and the forces 
arriving “from outside” (from the future). But we 
must learn again to do history, starting from 
“empirical groping,” to look for singularities and 
regularities in dispersed series of statements, and 
group them according to a law of series retro¬ 
spectively discerned. There is a method in this 
Markovian procedure. It is to start from the present 
configuration of how powers work and back into 
their unclaimed genealogies, while simultaneously 
examining the strategic nexus that groups (for 
example) prisons and schools together in the same 
disciplinary and mechanomophic matrix. The 
machinic model of society becomes modified in 
turn with the advent of thermodynamic ideas and 
invention of the motor during the “revolutionary” 
rupture of 1780-1820. Classical order and repre¬ 
sentation, taxonomy and mathesis are supplanted 
by functional and machinic ideas, as natural 
history, general grammar, and analysis of wealth 
disappear from the epistenie while biology (life), 
linguistics (language), and political economy (labor) 
emerge as the forces and reflections of “man.” 

At his death Foucault was hinting at the 
reinvention of a “care of the self” that, while 
originating in ancient Greece, could be revitalized 
to resist the relentless assault on ethics by 
contemporary techniques of control. Not that the 
old self-conscious, self-realizing subject of phenom¬ 
enology and Marxism would be raised from the 
dead, but that the Nietzschean “superman” could 
be self-composed (or even hetero-synthesized) of all 
the intersections of postmodern networks by which 
the human is now captured and traversed (as in 
Deleuze). Thus for Foucault, the psychiatric 
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hospitals, credit bureaus, insurance houses, even 
schools and reformatories, army and prison and 
courts are places of resistance (creation of escape 
routes, disguises, anonymities, improvised counter¬ 
sorceries) precisely because their power grid is so 
alarmingly ubiquitous (Poe’s police inspector sees 
only his own hem, never its lining). The ethical 
synthesizer is at work and play there contradicting 
discourses that support the capitalist disciplinary 
machine and intervening wherever possible to 
disrupt its actual functioning (eco-terrorism, hack¬ 
ing, aesthetic experiments, hidden economies). 

Foucault’s work can be summarized as an 
investigation into the techniques of the modern 
superego. But the superego is inseparable from 
ourselves, our moral, aesthetic, and cognitive ideals 
and self-judgments. It is not merely that Big 
Brother is watching but that He, She, It - the 
Other - is within. The superego (self-discipline, 
self-control, self-punishment, self-...) is Identity 
itself, and only when that problem is attacked will 
there be rehef from misery. The “fold” of Foucault 
is the Other reflected as oneself 
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Franks Manfred 

b. 1945, Germany 

Philosopher and hermeneutical theorist 

Together with Jurgen Habermas, the contem¬ 
porary German philosopher and literary scholar 
Manfred Frank has been the most important for 
the identity of German theory since the late 1970s. 
Frank’s engagement with postmodern thinking is 


complex and contradictory. Frank mentions Jean- 
Frangois Lyotard’s Condition postmoderne briefly in 
the fifth lecture of What is Pfeostructuralism? By 
refering to Lyotard, Frank intends to clarify the 
historical and philosophical presuppositions which 
underly neostructuralist assumptions about open 
structures and a nonrepresentational concept of 
language. He sees Lyotard’s theory as an attempt to 
rethink notions of history and their legitimative 
functions from an anti-universalist perspective. 
Although Frank criticizes Lyotard’s lack of con¬ 
creteness and the impossibility to formulate stable 
alternatives to the modern condition, he respects 
the discontent with some of the dominating ways of 
thinking in contemporary society as articulated in 
Lyotard’s thinking. 

Sometime between the German publication of 
What is Meostructuralism? (1983) and Frank’s next text 
which deals with postmodernism, the essay Die 
Unhintergehbarkeit von Individualitat. Reflexionen iiber 
Subjekt, Person und Individuum aus Anlqfi Hirer “post- 
modernen’’ Toterkldrung y/hich was published in 1986, 
an important shift takes place in Frank’s thinking. 
From a mediator between French and German 
theory who stressed the mutual importance of both 
traditions Frank turns into a strong defender of the 
German tradition who doubts the legitimacy of the 
poststructuralist/postmodern movement in general 
(notice the quotation marks around the word 
“postmodern” in the title of his 1986 essay). The 
arguments are stiU very much the same. Frank 
believes in the fact that the subject has a 
constitutive role in using language (language does 
not speak itself but is spoken by a subject), and that 
language acts are at least to some extent “in¬ 
dividual”; that is, they cannot be understood 
entirely on basis of their underlying structure 
alone. When these arguments were already in 
place before, what then explains Frank’s change of 
spirit between 1983 and 1986? At the roots of 
Frank’s discontent with postmodernism may very 
well be political concerns similar to those of 
Habermas, whose major contribution to the 
postmodernism debate was published in 1985 
under the title The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity. 

In his 1992 essay “Philosophieren nach der 
‘paranoisch-kritischen Methode,”’ Frank attacks 
neostructuralism’s extremism of a complete renun¬ 
ciation of reason and its concomitant poHtical 
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consequences; “The old colonial mistress Reason 
was expelled from the country, and Idi Amin Dada 
made his entry” (Frank 1994: 143). After his break¬ 
up with neostructuralism Frank has, like Haber¬ 
mas, shifted the focus of his philosophical interests 
to contemporary Anglo-Saxon analytical philoso¬ 
phy in recent years. 
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Frankfurt School 

While the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research 
(The Frankfurt School) was founded in 1923, it rose 
to international prominence during the director¬ 
ship of Max Horkheimer, who assumed his post 
officially in 1931. Its members came to share 
Horkheimer’s vision of a social theory rooted in 
nineteenth-century German philosophy that was 
receptive to contemporary social science (especially 
Weberian sociology and Freudian psychoanalysis). 
Among the scholars making major contributions to 
the Institute’s life and thought were Friedrich 
Pollock, Leo Loewenthal, Erich Fromm, Franz 
Neumann, Herbert Marcuse, and Theodor 
Adorno. Walter Benjamin and Paul Tillich also 
had close associations with Institute members. 
Many of the characteristic perspectives developed 
in the School appeared in the Institute’s journal, 
the Z^tschrift Jur Sozialforschung. 

After a period of exile in the United States 
during the Nazi era, the Institute was reestablished 


in Frankfurt in 1950. However, several former 
members, including Fromm and Marcuse, re¬ 
mained in the United States. In both locations, 
former and current Frankfurt School members 
became associated with the New Left perspectives 
in the 1960s. Although the Institute had effectively 
dissolved by the early 1970s, the philosophical 
impulses behind it remain a vital force in the work 
of theorists such as Jurgen Habermas. 

Notable among the collaborative works of the 
Institute is the 1936 social psychological volume 
Autoritdt und Familie: Studien aus dem Institut fir 
Sozialforschung. Also, Horkheimer and Adorno, 
who remained close associates throughout their 
careers, co-authored the widely influential work. 
Dialectic of Enlightenment (1947). Marcuse and 
Fromm - the latter severing ties with the Institute 
after the Second World War - diverged publicly in 
heated debates about the incorporation of psycho¬ 
analysis, centering around Marcuse’s essay, Eros and 
Civilization: A Philosophical Inquiry into Freud (1955). 

The philosophical viewpoint of the Frankfurt 
School came to be identified as critical theory, 
referring to a critique of reason and of society 
deriving in equal measure from Kant, Hegel, and 
Marx. This approach sought to counter the 
dominance of instrumental reason, searching for 
a rationality not devoid of values and including a 
commitment to freedom, justice, and happiness. At 
the same time, it sought a social psychology that 
could explain how Aujklarung (Enhghtenment) 
could descend into the horrors of Fascism and anti- 
Semitism. Applied to the bourgeois democracies, it 
became a critique of conformity, “one- dimension¬ 
ality,” and the “totally administered society.” 

Adorno achieved a summation of the Frankfurt 
School’s deconstruction of Western rationahty in 
Negative Dialectics (1966), and it is Adorno’s version 
of critical theory that has had the strongest appeal 
for postmodernists. Habermas’s major two-volume 
work, The Theory of Communicative Action, can be seen 
as a continuation of the Enlightenment quest for a 
rational society. 
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French studies 

The study and teaching of the French language, 
literary texts and cultural artifacts in French, 
especially as currently practiced in American 
academic circles, is known as “French studies.” 
In the 1 990s, influenced by cultural studies and 
critical theory, the study of French moved from a 
more France-centered, high-culture, literary ap¬ 
proach to an interest in incorporating lesser-known 
texts and other objects of study and in using non¬ 
literary techniques of analysis. French studies, 
which denotes the resulting discipline, is often 
opposed to the Francophilia that the French 
curriculum and approaches to French texts have 
traditionally had as a goal. The incorporation of 
texts from other French-speaking areas of the world 
has played a particular role in the transformation 
of the discipline. 

Traditional approaches to the study of French 

Building on a nineteenth-century nationalistic 
conception of language studies, the study of French 
has traditionally focused on aspects of high culture. 
Studying French civilization from Roman Gaul to 
the present day meant examining the glory that 
was France, from the Renaissance chateaux of the 
Loire Valley through the reign of Louis XIV to De 
GauUe. France’s literary heritage also reinforced 
this idea and proved the high achievements of the 
French state, even when the hterature was written 
in periods such as the middle ages when France 
was not yet a nation. It was assumed that one of the 
aspects of French high culture most worthy of study 
was literature. Inherent in this approach was the 
notion that a French literary text was embedded 
with a certain idea of Frenchness. To read Voltaire 
or Flaubert was to study, implicitly or explicitly, a 


imified and homogenous notion of fiancit. Further, 
in part to maintain this identity, a canon of 
important literary works from the middle ages to 
the twentieth century formed the center of study, 
and students were expected to read and master 
them. Literary studies, or French literary studies, 
was thus the focus of the discipline. Rarely included 
in this canon were literary works from other 
French-speaking areas of the world. 

The student of French could increase his or her 
cultural clout through French literature and 
culture, which were considered to be culturally 
advanced. Knowing about French Romantic 
poetry was to enhance one’s own cultural capital. 
At the same time, a non-French student could 
become more like a French person through study. 
Mastery of the literary canon familiar to an 
educated French person implied that the student 
had become similar to his or her French counter¬ 
part. Further, the actual process of studying also 
included implicit training in Frenchness. Students 
and scholars of French literature might focus on 
doing explications de texte - in which a given 
literary passage is analyzed as a pure linguistic 
product with litde or no historical contextualiza- 
tion - in part because a French student often 
approached a literary text in such a way. Students 
might hone their French language skills by doing 
dictes, transcriptions of a passage read aloud. 

French studies in a postmodern context 

Yet the political role of France and the hegemony 
of French culture have been increasingly put into 
question. French decolonization has led to the 
recognition that French (and particularly Parisian) 
culture can no longer be considered the dominant 
form of French-speaking culture and that other 
areas of the world once part of the French colonial 
empire have a unique culture separate from 
France. French culture has become increasingly 
recognized as one of many varieties of French- 
speaking culture. In addition, along with France’s 
entry into the European Union, a strong American 
influence on French and world culture, and a 
globalization of world cultures, there has come the 
growing tendency to see France and its culture as 
less influential than it had been, especially before 
the Second World War. 
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In part because of the loss of political and 
cultural clout, the 1990s have witnessed a new 
critical stance with respect to French texts. Under 
the influence of critical theory, France’s past has 
been increasingly viewed as problematic, with the 
result that it is difficult to examine it in a non- 
critical way. American feminist critics, for instance, 
have studied ways in which sexism has played a 
role in shaping French literature and culture. 
Scholars of France’s relation with its former 
colonies have discussed how an ideological bias is 
inherent in its texts, and how they attempt to 
construct an ideology of cultural and political 
superiority over other cultures as well as to instill it 
in the French themselves. Such studies have 
allowed areas where France was once a pervasive 
influence to talk back to the former colonizer. In a 
general sense, France’s glorious past has been seen 
as an attempt to control its subjects and to establish 
political and cultural superiority outside of France. 
In particular, the seventeenth century - the so- 
caUed grand siecle seen by many as the height of 
French glory — has been increasingly viewed as a 
period of ideological control of the ancien regime, 
and not as an age of classical order and harmony 
No longer able to look on Versailles and the reign 
of Louis XIV as highpoints in French civilization, 
French studies thus not only examines the past with 
an increasingly critical eye, but has made this 
critique one of its principal goals. 

Another reason French studies has not been able 
to approach Frenchness as it once did is that 
French identity itself has been rendered more and 
more difficult to define. Scholars view French 
culture and identity as fragmented instead of as 
coherent and stable. A focus on differences in class, 
gender, ethnicity, and sexuality in particular has 
made a single “French identity” into a plural one. 
It is considered diflScult to discuss what contem¬ 
porary France is, for instance, without taking into 
account Jews in France and French anti-Semitism. 
Studies of Vichy France and the Algerian War - 
periods of France’s past rarely studied or discussed 
- have become increasingly common. A growing 
interest in immigrants, especially those from 
Francophone North Africa (Morocco, Algeria, 
and Tunisia), has meant that issues related to 
immigration, such as the role of Islam as the 
second rehgion of France, have become integral to 


French studies. Another ethnic group whose 
culture is increasingly studied is the Beurs, 
descendants of North African immigrants who 
have grown up in France and have a particularly 
rich and influential cultural production. The 
impact of immigration on immigrants and on the 
host coimtry might form an object of study, and 
French culture in its traditional sense becomes only 
one of several scholarly interests. As a result of this 
variety of cultural identities and communities, it is 
unclear which French identity one might examine, 
and as a result a canonical high culture cannot be 
the unique and privileged ambassador of French 
studies. 

Another important change is the growing 
interest in la francophonie, the community of 
French-speakers the world over, particularly out¬ 
side Europe. In a certain sense the French studies 
manifestation of postcolonial studies. Franco¬ 
phone studies has shifted the geographical object of 
focus from France to include North and West 
Africa, the Caribbean, and Quebec, as well as 
other French-speaking areas of the world. Their 
languages, literatures, and cultures have become 
central objects of study in the field, and have 
played a larger role in French studies curricula. As 
a result, the study of cultures outside France has led 
to the conclusion that French culture and the 
French language are no longer as closely linked as 
they were once considered. Studying the French 
language might give insight into French identity, 
but it can also give insight into what it means to be 
Quebecois or Haitian. 

Also central to the idea of French studies in the 
1990s is a move away from the traditional hterary 
canon. In addition to texts from the Francophone 
world, lesser-known texts written by women and 
other non-canonical and non-Uterary texts have 
played greater roles in French studies. Texts such as 
Louise Labe’s poetry, Marie de Gournay’s tract 
“The Equality of Men and Women,” and Fran- 
Qoise de Graffigny’s epistolary novel Letters Jrom a 
Peruvian Women, for instance, have attracted more 
attention both in early modern studies and in 
literature courses. 

Other changes in French studies have concerned 
the way in which canonical and non-canonical 
texts from French-speaking cultures are ap¬ 
proached. The influence of cultural studies has 
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created a growing interest in culture (with a small 
“c”) and “daily life” over the more traditional 
focus on high-culture and “civilization.” In Fast 
Cars, Clean Bodies: Decolonization and the Reordering of 
French Culture, a book often considered a model for 
contemporary French studies, Kristin Ross includes 
a section on “housekeeping” in the 1950s and 
1960s in France, and examines various non-literary 
cultural docmnents from the period in her analysis. 
As a testament to the rising importance of culture, 
the 1990s saw the birth of new academic journals 
such as French Cultural Studies and Sites: The Journal of 
20th Century Contemporary French Studies, devoted to 
the study of French and Francophone cultures. The 
work of French theorists such as Barthes, 
Foucault, Boiu-dieu, and de Certeau - them¬ 
selves influential in the field of cultural studies - has 
played a key role in this shift and has helped to 
create a theoretical substratum in the discipline, 
which is often less interested in the material than 
Anglo-American cultural studies. These ap¬ 
proaches to textuality have also influenced the 
French studies curriculum. Students might take a 
course that focuses on a given cultural topic and 
teaches cultural techniques of analysis instead of 
one that treats a given century or period of French 
hterature. As a result, the traditional organizing 
schema based on century courses has become less 
common. With these changes, a knowledge of 
French high culture is no longer considered the 
most important goal of French studies, and 
explications de texte or dictees, which traditionally 
focus very little on culture, have lost their status as 
privileged methods of study. 

Since France as weU as other French-speaking 
areas of the world are rarely conceived of as pure 
entities, French studies has focused not on an 
examination of a stable notion of cultural identity, 
but on the relation between various forms of 
identity. In studying French, one can explore how 
one’s identity is different from that of another 
culture or time period. As a result, the technique of 
cross-cultural comparison between one’s own 
culture and a Francophone culture is increasingly 
used in the curriculum. Students in a beginning 
French class, for instance, might compare a 
Quebecois and an American television guide to see 
what cultural differences emerge from the docu¬ 
ments. Instead of simply learning about French 


culture, students might read Raymonde Carroll’s 
Evidences invisibles (1987), which analyzes common 
cultural misunderstandings between French and 
Americans. Similarly, in order to create textual 
dialogue, heterogeneous texts are compared and 
contrasted. In Declining the Stereotype: Ethnicity and 
Representation in French Cultures (1998), for instance, 
MireiUe RoseUo juxtaposes a well-known Baude¬ 
laire prose poem of the nineteenth century and a 
lesser-known short story told by a North African 
inhabitant of France. These changes in French 
studies also have implications for the view taken of 
the French past. Not only do a new canon and new 
textual approaches to texts imply a revision of what 
the French past means, they also imply an interest 
in how the past — and how the memory of that past 
- creates the present. A cultural dialogue is thus 
established between present and past. 

Despite these changes, however, French studies 
of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century 
is overall a hybrid disciphne. Critics of French 
studies both in France and in the United States 
have focused on the dangers of a shrinking canon, 
too much emphasis on theory and culture over 
literature, a growing gap between French and 
American academics, and the imposition of Anglo- 
American approaches onto texts from French- 
speaking cultures. Ultimately, the term “French 
studies” might better be considered a combination 
of French literary studies in the traditional sense 
and of the version of French studies more closely 
linked to postmodernism. For despite the ambiguity 
of the term and debates around the question of 
what the field should be, teachers and scholars 
generally agree that literature and literary studies 
should not be abandoned as an integral element of 
the field. 
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TODD W. REESER 

Freud, Sigmund 

b. 6 May 1856, Freiberg, Moravia; d. 23 
September 1939, London, England 

Originator of psychoanalysis 

Sigmund Freud, as a personality, as the paradig¬ 
matic practitioner of psychoanalysis, and as author 
of the enormous body of work fomidational to 
psychoanalysis, has exercised an ongoing fascina¬ 
tion for postmodern thought. More than a dry 
theorist locked within a single line of inquiry, Freud 
has also become something of a mythical perso¬ 
nage in contemporary culture. He appears as a 
figure in films and novels, serving to represent 
intersecting fascinations with sexuality, pathology, 
and the heroic pursuit of truth. 

In some ways, Freud seems like a classical 
modernist thinker; he seeks to appropriate the 
methods and models of the natural sciences, and he 
is relendess in his pursuit of psychological truth. 
Yet, it is these very qualities, when conjoined with a 
field of inquiry that perpetually resists the closure 
and certainty sought by scientific means, that help 
make Freud’s work relevant to postmodernism. In 
the face of new experience and insight, Freud’s 
concepts and models are continually revised 
throughout the course of his long career, and this 
serves to highlight their status as paradigms. 
Moreover, conflicting modes and levels of discourse 
are produced by the tensions between attempts at 
scientific explanation and recognition that the 
human personality cannot be understood by 
empirical means alone. Freud was fascinated by 


art, mythology, and literature, and he draws upon 
these sources extensively to give expression to his 
ideas. Moreover, his own writing frequendy dis¬ 
plays literary and symbolic dimensions that multi¬ 
ply their significations beyond the literal. Thus 
Freud’s style has distincdy postmodern qualities; it 
cannot be reduced or compacted to a single level of 
meaning, and it pushes readers to conceptualize 
issues from divergent angles. 

Freud is also a precursor to postmodernism in 
opening the way to understanding subjectivity as 
de-centralized. His initial topography, or map of 
the mind, postulates an unconscious dimension 
composed of innate drives and repressed wishes 
and memories. In neurotic and hysterical symp¬ 
toms, as well as in dreams and everyday slips, 
Freud discerned interruptions of conscious control 
by libidinal energies, past traumas, and unresolved 
conflicts {Studies on Hysteria (1895); The Interpretation 
of Dreams (1900)). The human personality is seen to 
be pluralized, and opening lines of communication 
between the often conflicting systems of the mind 
becomes the essential task of psychoanalysis. 

Freud’s second topography offers what is in 
some ways an even more radical pluralization of 
mental agencies {The Ego and The Id (1923)). 
Formally differentiating between the agencies of 
ego, id, and super-ego allows Freud to use the term 
“imconscious” less substantively and more descrip¬ 
tively. In this way, he clarifies phenomena such as 
repression and defence in which the ego acts 
unconsciously. The super-ego is also unconseious, 
yet it embodies higher qualities of the personality 
such as conscience. Moreover, the super-ego 
represents a crucial link between psychology and 
culture; it is not innate but is formed by the 
introjection of cultural norms and ideals. The 
individual is, indeed, constituted by culture, and 
this is most influential for the postmodern sense of 
language as informing the experience of a 
necessarily relativized reality. 

Freud’s work straddles psychology, philosophy, 
cultural theory, and ethical inquiry. It disrupts the 
traditional boundaries between disciplines. His 
work continues to be subjected to new analyses 
from a variety of perspectives, disclosing fresh 
insights, and stimulating ongoing thinking. 
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Fried, Michael 

b. 1838 

Art historian and critic 

Michael Fried writes as both a critic of twentieth 
century art and as a historian of eighteenth and 
nineteenth-century French painting. While these 
two pursuits deeply inform one another in his 
work, it is the first which is most immediately 
relevant to discussions of modernist and postmo¬ 
dernist theories of art. In the nineteen-sixties. Fried 
extended and criticized Clement Greenberg’s 
formulations of modernism. Fried’s writing from 
this time follows Greenberg in insisting on the 
traditional divisions between artistic mediums 
(especially between painting and sculpture), but 
he refutes Greenberg’s notion that the conditions 
which constitute these divisions are fixed and 
timeless. For Fried, the defining elements of a 
medium are historically contingent, and remain to 
be newly worked out at any given historical 
moment. In this respect, Fried’s arguments precede 
postmodern theories of art in denying Green- 
bergian absolutes in favor of a view of art’s 
meaning as, at least in part, related to its context. 

Fried published his most well known essay, “Art 
and Objecthood,” in 1967 (republished in his book 
of collected writings, Art and Objecthood, 1998). In 
this essay, he examines the meaning and emer¬ 
gence of an art form he calls “hteralist,” but which 
is more commonly known as “Minimalism.” Fried 
disputes claims made by hteralist artists (including 
Donald Judd, Robert Morris, and Tony Smith) 
which assert that their work is the direct and logical 


successor to modernist painting. This claim 
assumes that modernist painting’s development, 
since approximately Edouard Manet, followed a 
reductive course towards the utter expulsion of 
spatial illusion and the assertion of painting’s 
essential condition as a literal object existing in 
real space. 

From the hteralist point of view, however, 
painting itself can only go so far in exhibiting a 
pure, non-Ulusive objectness. Since, for example, 
some illusion of depth is inevitably produced 
between the marks and colors composed in even 
the most reductive painting, the painting’s actual 
flat surface is always denied. Moreover, composi¬ 
tion in works of art generally means the creation of 
relationships internal to the work that are experi¬ 
enced as separate from the external elements in the 
real space of the work’s exhibition. 

Therefore, continuing the pursuit of completely 
literal objectness, literalists go beyond the two- 
dimensional field of painting and the composition 
of elements within that field, in favor of making 
fuUy three-dimensional objects that involve very 
litde (if any) internal, composed parts. Their works 
consist primarily in simple, geometric forms made 
with common and unadorned materials (for 
example, wood, lead, aluminum). These works 
thus demonstrate only and aU of what they actually 
are, and they are experienced as a part of the 
reality of the circumstances in which they are 
exhibited. 

For Fried, however, the hteralist view deeply 
misunderstands the meaning of modernist pain¬ 
ting’s relationship to its objectness, or to what Fried 
calls painting’s “objecthood.” Objecthood in itself. 
Fried argues, has no special artistic value. Its value 
exists only insofar as it is perceived as an aspect of 
and within the medium of painting. Moreover, that 
objecthood has come to be a significant aspect of 
painting is due to the efforts of modernist painters 
to give it such significance, and not because it has 
simply always been a relevant or essential part of 
the medium. That is, in Fried’s view, modernism 
does not involve the progressive revelation of a 
given medium’s single eternal essence (as Clement 
Greenberg beheves, and as hteralists evidently also 
beheve). It involves instead successive efforts, at 
particular historical moments, to make certain 
qualities count as defining qualities of a medium. 
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Literalist art’s assertion of objecthood, outside of 
the conventions of painting that have made 
particular object quahties artistically relevant, is 
thus utterly devoid of artistic merit for Fried. He 
denounces literalist art’s connectedness to the 
reality of its exhibition situation as “theatricahty.” 
A theatrical work, in Fried’s terms, is one that 
depends on its surroundings and on a viewer’s 
experience of those surroundings for its completion 
and its meaning. That is, such a work fails to be 
complete in itseE The ambition of modernist 
works of art, on the other hand, is to render as a 
part of themselves those terms that make them 
meaningful as particular kinds of art. In this sense, 
for Fried, theatricahty is the very antithesis of 
modern art. 

Fried’s critics (and there are many) object to his 
negative characterization of these features of 
literalist art. Nonetheless, in general, the same 
critics tend to find Fried’s account of this art’s aims 
and effect (its theatricality) to be one of the most 
accurate and articulate readings of art that lies 
beyond the disciplinary distinctions of modernism. 


See also: CaveU, Stanley 
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Gadamer, Hans-Georg 

b. 11 February 1900, Breslau, Germany 

Philosopher and hermeneutical theorist 

'I’hroughout his writings Hans-Georg Gadamer 
elaborates and critically extends the tradition of 
philosophical hermeneutics set by Friedrich D.E. 
Schleiermacher (1768—1834) in bibhcal studies, 
Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911) in historiography, 
and Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) in fundamen¬ 
tal ontology. Gadamer’s hermeneutical theory, with 
its key concept of historically effected conscious¬ 
ness, involves a careful dialogue with the Western 
philosophical tradition, starting with Plato and 
Aristode and focusing on the perennial question of 
the conditions of truth and knowledge, by tracing 
expressions of human understanding from Greek 
philosophy, to Renaissance art (aesthetics), to 
contemporary critical theory. Gadamer’s wide- 
ranging and uniquely interdisciphnary scholarship 
is important to scholars in biblical studies, critical 
theory, legal studies, hterature, philosophy, and 
rhetoric. 

In 1960 Gadamer published his major philoso¬ 
phical work Wahrheit und Methode (translated as Truth 
and Method, 1975). Gadamer’s study engages the 
concept of interpretation as it generally relates to 
continental philosophy and specifically to the 
Kantian question, What are the conditions of our 
knowledge? Gadamer’s work posits the concept of 
conditioned knowledge as primary and inescap¬ 
able. Contrary to the formulations found in 
Edmund Husserl’s (1859-1938) phenomenology, 
bracketing anything that consciousness does not 


intend and following Heidegger’s break with 
Husserl’s eidetics in the “temporal analytics of 
human existence” (Gadamer 1975: xviii), the 
concept of Dasein, Gadamer argues that the 
meaning of language resides in history and 
tradition prior to residing in the subject. This 
argument leads Gadamer into a long debate with 
German philosopher Jurgen Habermas over the 
status of interpretation, truth and the roles of 
language and history in constructing human 
imderstanding. Truth and Method examines the idea 
of truth and knowledge as unintended interpretive 
acts within a mode of being. Initially Gadamer’s 
book was misunderstood as prescribing an art or 
technique for understanding that would unseat the 
established investigative methods in the human 
sciences [Geisteswissenschqften) that begin with Ger¬ 
man Romanticism in the early nineteenth century 
and the modern natural sciences [Naturwissmschaf- 
teri). Gadamer argues in the foreword to the second 
edition that the focus of his study is not on 
conflicting methods or devising a new method, but 
on the objectives of knowledge. It is the proposition 
found in the human sciences and the natural 
sciences claiming the possibility of an unmediated 
apprehension of truth, grasping the object as it 
really exists, with which Gadamer finds himself in 
conflict. Gadamer’s concern is in extending the 
epistemological question raised by Immanuel Kant 
(1724—1804), How is understanding possible? Truth 
and Method explores this question through an 
inquiry into the aesthetic consciousness brought 
on by an experience of an art object, the status of 
truth and understanding in the human sciences, 
and a hermeneutics guided by language. 
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Gadamer describes his own work as not being a 
dogmatic solution to the question concerning 
human imderstanding, but a philosophic inquiry 
into what is common to all modes of under¬ 
standing. He argues that human understanding is 
never purely subjective behavior toward a given 
object, but its own history of influence reflected 
back onto itself For Gadamer, viewers of art and 
readers of texts come to an understanding, a 
hermeneutical consciousness, only under specific 
historical conditions. Gadamerian hermeneutics 
offers the questions: how does one interpret? Is 
objective understanding possible? For Gadamer, 
one interprets an object through an historical 
horizon. The interpretation is not a pure grasping 
so much as it is a dialectical relationship. The 
historical horizon of the object meets with the 
historical horizon of the viewer or reader resulting 
in an active or productive interpretation. The 
object under consideration is never completely 
revealed in the meeting of historical horizons. 
Gadamer argues for a post-Romantic conception 
of interpretation that posits the object as in excess 
of the author’s or artist’s mind {mens auctoris). The 
meeting of historical horizons is not a recovery of 
the pure object, or the truth, but a living and 
dynamic dialogue between past, present, and 
future, continuing the Western philosophical tradi¬ 
tion {Uberli^emn^ and yielding productive inter¬ 
pretations giving new meanings to human creative 
acts. 

Gadamer’s writings and his famous debate with 
Jurgen Habermas set the stage for many of the 
discussions surrounding postmodernism. Gada¬ 
mer’s emphasis on the works of Heidegger have 
intrigued postmodern scholars. How do we under¬ 
stand art, literature, and philosophy? This question 
concerning understanding prepares the way for 
postmodern discussions of interpretation and 
meaning. Although Gadamer is concerned with 
issues of interpretation, he parts company with the 
postmodernists over the availability of a coherent 
meaning in texts and language. Hans-Georg 
Gadamer is an important forerunner of postmo¬ 
dern thought. 
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VICTOR E. TAYLOR 

game theory 

With the pubhcation of Theory of Games and Economic 
Behavior in 1944, John Von Neumann (1903-57) 
and Oskar Morgenstern (1902-76) inaugurated the 
field of economic game theory, applying models 
gleaned from the playing strategies of poker and 
chess players to complex economic activity. Neu¬ 
mann, who was also a key figure in the develop¬ 
ment of the digital computer, and Morgenstern 
were primarily interested in the decision-making 
behavior of individual consumers, and sought to 
devise a microeconomic theory that accounted for 
individual preferences while describing consumer 
choice behavior. They arrived at a mathematical 
system of strategies and actions that rely upon a 
given set of rules for each particular “game.” The 
strategic aspects they attributed to most economic 
behavior inspired further study into areas of 
commerce such as bargaining and consumer 
behavior in distinct market environments known 
as “equilibria.” 
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Neumann and Morganstern’s models, however, 
could not determine positive outcomes of bargain¬ 
ing games. John E Nash (1928-) developed two 
breakthrough approaches to bargaining theory, 
based on each hargainer’s preferences, that could 
predict successful outcomes along a “contact 
curve.” By measuring utihty outcomes in all 
feasible arrangements, Nash’s models - the cele¬ 
brated Nash Equilibria - can focus on either 
positive outcomes, in the case of cooperative games 
where all participants follow explicit rules, or on 
exploratory strategies, in the case of non-coopera¬ 
tive games like the free-market economic system. 
In 1994, Nash and two economists who revised 
and updated his original analysis of non-coopera¬ 
tive games, John C. Harsanyi (1920—) and 
Reinhard Selten (1930-), were awarded the Nobel 
Prize in Economics. 

Perhaps the most famous and widely applied 
problem in game theory is the Prisoner’s Dilemma, 
so named by Albert W. Tucker (1906-95). In the 
problem, two individuals are arrested for a crime, 
whether or not they actually committed it. Placed 
in separate cells, the prisoners have no way of 
commimicating with each other and are each told 
the same information by the prison warden: if both 
prisoners confess to the crime, they will each spend 
four years in prison; if neither confesses, the police 
will stiU link them to the crime and they will both 
serve two-year terms; if one confesses and the other 
does not, the confessor will work a deal with the 
police to go free, and the other prisoner will serve a 
five-year term. Assuming a cooperative game with 
static equilibrium - that is, assuming the warden 
follows the rules he proposes - the object of the 
game is for the player to minimize his or her prison 
sentence. This basic “non-zero-sum game” (a game 
without a clear winner or loser, unlike tic tac toe) 
has become a kind of cultural icon since its 
formulation in the 1950s, even playing a sub¬ 
stantial role in the plot and character development 
of both Richard Powers’s 1996 novel Prisoner’s 
Dilemma and the 1983 American film War Games, 
which featured the nuclear-era threat of Mutual 
Assured Destruction (MAD), itself a derivative of 
game theory. 

As a theory of decision and interaction, game 
theory parallels the psychological theory of social 
situations, especially the formulation and change of 


individual behef in a wide range of areas. With its 
focus on achieving goals outside of binary con¬ 
strains such as winning/losing and right/wrong, 
game theory has foimd further application and 
refinement in fields such as moral philosophy, 
political science, and evolutionary biology. 

Work on games with multiple equilibria, where 
players must coordinate their moves and strategies 
diachronicaUy and with incomplete information 
about their competitors, has been the dominant 
area of research since the early 1960s. Prom the 
mid-1980s onward, game theorists working in 
experimental economics have turned their atten¬ 
tion to questions of consumer learning and 
economic adaptations within “chaotic” games, 
that is, games with multiple, dynamic equilibria. 
Such investigations have led to a significant 
offshoot of game theory known as mechanism 
design theory, which does away with traditional 
game theory’s reliance on given game rules and 
investigates the consequences of different kinds of 
rules apphed to comparable scenarios, including 
the strategies of decision making under dynamic 
rules. 
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JAMES STEVENS 

gay and lesbian studies 

Gay and lesbian studies, provisionally construed as 
the academic study of the lives, cultures, practices, 
and political actions relevant to the expression of 
same-sex desire, have been constituted in a 
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contradiction. Gay and lesbian studies have 
struggled for intellectual and institutional recogni¬ 
tion as a specifically modern form of knowledge, an 
academic discipline that would articulate protocols 
for the production of knowledge; yet, at the same 
time, gay and lesbian studies have most frequendy 
aspired to exceed modern disciplinarity, to be also 
something more than the production of what 
counts for modernity as knowledge. As in other 
related cultural studies, this contradiction is 
both the enabling condition of possibility for gay 
and lesbian studies, and their theoretical and 
practical limit; as such, this contradiction is 
unavoidable and unsurpassable. 

If modern disciphnes and the various knowl¬ 
edges they produce are in part defined by the 
epistemological and presumptively ontological in¬ 
tegrity, coherence, and stability of their respective 
objects, then gay and lesbian studies have defined 
themselves, most often implicidy although occa¬ 
sionally explicidy (as in queer theory), by the very 
impossibility of achieving a unified systematic and 
exclusive definidon of their various investigations. 
As well, gay and lesbian studies are defined by their 
essential epistemological insecurity, by what from a 
modern perspective could only be regarded as the 
failure of such studies to warrant the status of 
disciplinary knowledge. Gay and lesbian studies 
have fought for intellectual recognition in academic 
institutions on the grounds that same-sex affective 
and sexual relations are not merely epistemological 
aberrations, exceptions to a putatively normative 
(or even natural) heterosexuality, that homosexual 
desire is not merely a deviant or perverted form of 
heterosexual desire. Desire has multiple discrete 
forms, none of which enjoys either epistemological 
or ontological precedence. Yet if desire is itself 
heterogeneous and pleasures multiple, there is no 
logical reason to assume that terms such as “gay 
male desire” and “lesbian desire” name the same 
thing. Further, it is logically impossible to assume 
the integrity and systematic coherence of either 
lesbian or gay male desire, for it has proved 
impossible to define aU same-sex erotic relations as 
either “gay” or “lesbian” (not all men who have 
sex with men are “gay,” and not aU “lesbians” have 
sex only with women, for example). Indeed, it is 
impossible to reduce gender to a mutually 
exclusive binary opposition, as various consid¬ 


erations of hermaphrodite, transgendered, and/or 
transsexual persons have made clear. The history of 
gay and lesbian studies is the history of an 
acknowledgment, not always explicit, that affects, 
passions, desires, and pleasures have no essential 
determinations. Even categories to which moder¬ 
nity granted ontological essence and therefore 
epistemological security - categories such as 
gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, and culture, for 
instance - have been revealed by the discrete 
investigations of gay and lesbian studies (and 
cultural studies in general) to have no essential 
determinations. 

HeavUy indebted to multiple feminist traditions, 
to work in contiguous cultural studies, as weU as to 
specific texts such as the first volume of Michel 
Foucault’s (1926-84) History of Sexuality, the work 
of gay and lesbian studies has at least implicidy 
acknowledged that its epistemological objects are 
given as historical constructs rather than preterna¬ 
tural essences, and has insisted that such objects are 
no less real for that. But neither this acknowl¬ 
edgment nor this insistence resolves the logical and 
epistemological problem, for the recognition of the 
historical constitution of its objects does not of itself 
compromise the putatively transcendental perspec¬ 
tive of the modern subject of knowledge. The 
challenge to that metahistorical presumption has 
nevertheless been impheit in much of the work of 
gay and lesbian studies inasmuch as that work has 
consciously distanced itself from the “scientific 
study of homosexuality.” That is, scholars working 
in gay and lesbian studies have consciously 
differentiated themselves from the disinterested 
objectivity (the unmarked asexuality) of the mod¬ 
ern subject who is supposed to know; the subject is 
existentially impheated in the object. This is not to 
say that every scholar working in gay and lesbian 
studies (least of aU in queer theory) has identified 
himself and/or herself as lesbian, gay, or queer. But 
it does mean that the possibilities of gay, lesbian, or 
queer desires and pleasures are not necessarily 
alien to the knowing subject. If the knowing subject 
as such can never be assumed to be entirely 
immune to the empirical affects, passions, and 
pleasures that constitute its objects; and if, 
furthermore, those same affects, passions, and 
pleasures are originarily multiple and heteroge¬ 
neous, then the knowledge produced by such a 
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subject cannot be assumed to be even ideally 
universal, and therefore, from the perspective of 
modernity, does not count as knowledge, and gay 
and lesbian studies must necessarily fail in its 
aspirations to disciplinarity 

It is in this sense that gay and lesbian studies has 
also been something other than knowledge or the 
aspiration to count as knowledge in modernity’s 
intellectual institutions; it is in this sense that its 
epistemological impasse is at the same time its 
condition of possibility This has been so in two 
principal and ultimately in dissociable ways: in its 
socio-political implications, and in its relation to 
the affects, passions, desires, and pleasures that 
severally and collectively constitute its provocation. 

Scholarship in gay and lesbian studies, in its 
development as at its emergence, has always been 
bound, most often quite self-consciously, to the 
essentially political question of its very possibility, a 
political question extending far beyond the aca¬ 
demic institutions that constitute its immediate 
context. The precarious position within the 
academy that such scholarship has occupied in 
the last three decades of the twentieth century has 
never been merely an academic question. Neither 
reflection nor cause, gay and lesbian studies have 
been part and parcel of larger political struggles. 
Like much other scholarship in cultural studies, gay 
and lesbian studies emerged in what some scholars 
have taken to be a univocal critical relation to a 
hegemonic discourse of normative heterosexu¬ 
ality. This apparent univocity is sometimes thought 
to have been the expression of a gay and lesbian 
community construed as a social group constituted 
in the intersubjective recognition of an essential 
similitude (in other words, as “identity politics”). 
Yet the acknowledgment that gay and lesbian 
studies have no secure epistemological object such 
as would secure its modern disciplinarity has been 
at the same time the sometimes grudging acknowl¬ 
edgment that gay and lesbian community must be 
founded in a thought of difference rather than 
sameness (or even similitude). In other words, there 
has been a recognition (variously affirmative, 
hesitant, or hostile) that social groups do not 
immediately bespeak a political perspective or 
project. Concomitantly, what has appeared to 
some observers to be a determinative dialectical 
negative relation to the politics of normative 


heterosexuality has proved to be on closer inspec¬ 
tion a decentering that cannot be overcome in any 
dialectical sublation. Most importandy, this has 
meant that sociality itself is the very impossibility of 
gathering aU social relationality into an at least 
ideally unified and coherent whole such as might 
serve as an epistemological object for the human 
and social sciences. Precisely because gay and 
lesbian studies in its very possibility is indissociable 
from larger political struggles, it belongs to a 
congeries of intellectual enterprises that challenge 
the basic enabling assumptions of modern scholar¬ 
ship. 

Gay and lesbian studies emerged, and to a 
certain extent have sustained themselves, in rela¬ 
tion to certain political exigencies; these political 
exigencies themselves express a relation to the 
affects, passions, desires, and pleasures that are at 
once the immediate provocation of and epistemo¬ 
logical objects for gay and lesbian studies. In this 
respect, the history of gay and lesbian studies has 
moved in contradictory directions. On the one 
hand, gay and lesbian studies in the late twentieth 
century, particularly in their metamorphosis as 
queer theory, sought and to a limited extent 
achieved intellectual and institutional recognition, 
even currency. But this recognition and this 
currency depended upon a certain abstraction 
from its provocations; simply put, much of the work 
in the 1980s and 1990s was remarkably asexual, 
and thereby occluded the fact that it is precisely the 
affects, passions, desires, and pleasures of bodies 
that were once at stake for gay and lesbian studies 
and queer theory alike. 

On the other hand, for some thinkers working 
within gay and lesbian studies the enormity of the 
devastation wreaked by the HIV/AIDS pandemic 
in gay and lesbian communities alike (however 
construed) has meant an unavoidable engagement 
with the erotics that provoke gay and lesbian 
studies altogether (not only with respect to safer sex 
discourse, of course, but also in considerations of 
the immanence of death in finite bodies as the 
condition of possibility for pleasure altogether). For 
such thinkers, many of whom have only a 
tangential relation to institutionally enfranchised 
gay and lesbian studies, what provokes gay and 
lesbian studies at the same time interrupts the 
production of modern knowledges in that it is 
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precisely the erotic possibilities of bodies that make 
it finally impossible securely to objectify the body, 
or to reduce desire and pleasure to subjectivity. 
Thus, particularly in the 1990s, a contradictory 
relation appeared betw'een the increasingly re¬ 
spectable and marketable mainstream of gay and 
lesbian studies (in which such studies aspire to 
produce knowledge) on the one hand, and on the 
other hand, a line of inquiry that called into 
question the very possibility of knowing altogether. 
This contradictory relation found its analogue in 
Anglophone gay, lesbian, and queer political 
communities, which found themselves split be¬ 
tween the strategies of accommodation and the 
poetics of (postmodern) revolution. Thus, at the 
very end of the twentieth century, gay and lesbian 
studies and queer theory alike found themselves 
irremediably divided between the attempt to 
produce knowledge and a questioning of the very 
meaning and possibility of knowing; that this 
division shall have been unsurpassable is perhaps 
what most clearly marks the engagement of gay 
and lesbian studies with the questions of the 
postmodern. 
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WILLIAM HAVER 


gender 

In both modern and postmodern thought, gender 
is best understood in the context of the larger 
problematics of identity and difference. Histori¬ 
cally, gender emerged as a category of analysis and 
cultural criticism in the second half of the twentieth 
century, with the beginnings of the feminism that is 
often referred to as “second wave” (to distinguish it 
from the suffrage movement of the turn of the 
century, as well as from poststructuralist femin¬ 
isms). Working within a sex/gender opposition, 
analogous to the familiar nature/culture opposi¬ 
tion, feminists argued that apparent differences 
between women and men were attributable not to 
a natural, biological, or “essential” sexual identity, 
but to the societal imposition of culture-specific 
gender roles. In this context, the much-quoted 
claim of French existentialist philosopher Simone 
de Beauvoir (1908-86) is key: one is not born a 
woman, but must become one. In short, women’s 
social roles are culturally prescribed rather than 
biologically given. 

This early attempt to dislodge received notions 
of both feminine and masculine identity viewed the 
specificities of gender roles as socio-historical 
phenomena, providing grounds for social and 
political change. The emphasis on gender as a 
critical lever of intervention into patriarchal 
essentialisms has tended to be linked with a 
feminism (often called “gender feminism”) that 
focuses on equal rights and opportunities for 
women and relies on the notion that there is a 
universal human nature in which women and men 
participate equally due to their “essential” similar¬ 
ity. 

In much postmodern thought, however, the 
category of gender has been problematized from 
differing but often overlapping perspectives. While 
few if any postmodern theorists would debate the 
claim that gender roles are culturally constructed 
rather than biologically given, there is general 
agreement that the category of gender fails to 
account adequately for difference. As a result, 
cultural criticism has moved beyond thinking in 
terms of gender to challenge the presuppositions by 
which gender feminism, in postmodern terms, is 
often hmited. 

One of the most significant critiques articulated 
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by gender feminism comes in the form of a 
feminism of sexual difference that has emerged to 
interrogate the claims that women are “like” men 
or should want to be “equal” to men. Such 
assertions, according to theorists of the feminism of 
difference, entail the mere subsumption of women 
into the existing patriarchal value-system, a system 
that in fact needs to be radically altered. Prominent 
postmodern feminists such as Luce Irigaray 
(c. 1932-) and Helene Cixous (1937-) have 
articulated theories of feminine difference, in¬ 
formed to a great extent by the deconstruction 
ofjacques Derrida (1930-) and the post-Freudian 
psychoanalysis of Jacques Lacan, that seek to 
undermine what they see as the erasure of woman 
from the history of Western philosophical thought. 
In this view, the move away from or beyond gender 
as an organizing category of analysis presumes that 
the Western metaphysical tradition is marred by its 
containment of the specificities of the female body 
within a system of apparent binary opposition. 
The positing of a universal and “neutral” human 
nature in fact erects masculine values and modes of 
being. This universalizing of the masculine in turn 
norniativizes masculinity, effectively suppressing 
the multiplicity of feminine difference and differ¬ 
ence as such. Instead, feminine difference takes as 
its starting point a discursive notion of female 
sexuahty in order to argue that the specilic 
differences of women’s bodies must be brought 
into representation before difference as such may 
be thought. 

Other postmodern feminists, including Judith 
Buder and Diane Elam, have insisted that in the 
batde to determine “woman” as either a purely 
cultural construction (a gender) or an irreducibly 
multiple and fluid “other” of masculine discourse 
(a sex), gender feminism and the feminism of 
difference may perpetuate the binary, hierarchical, 
and heterosexist structures of the Western meta¬ 
physical tradition, thereby failing to undermine the 
oppressive force of that tradition. In this view, it is 
necessary to reconsider the category of gender in 
hght of the complex network of relationships 
between gender and sex, ultimately destabilizing 
the category of “woman” itself as the foundation 
for feminist politics. Continuing to mine the 
resources of Derridean deconstruction and Laca- 
nian psychoanalysis, these feminists point to the 


operations of a sex/gender system as one among 
many systems for organizing difference as such into 
the binary oppositions of Western metaphysics. 
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JUDITH L. POXON 

genealogy 

A Nietzschean genealogy is an inquiry into the 
“ancestry” of a contemporary moral practice or 
institution or idea. This means tracing its descent 
in the Darwinian sense of a struggle through time 
among competing cultural modes and values. In 
the process, these practices evolve by forcing each 
to eliminate or adapt to the others. The notion of 
Origin as essence and truth is displaced by a 
genealogy of forms overtaking other forms and 
metamorphosing, changing shape until the only 
essence is difference (“differential reproduction”), 
the only truth is the history of the way truth has 
been defined and produced, deployed, subverted, 
and perverted. In other words, the real story is that 
of power and knowledge, the interlaeing of their 
procedures, the procedures of investigation evolved 
to decide, to judge, and to deploy the truth as 
moral ground of power-knowledge. Of course, the 
genealogy itself is affected by this radical non¬ 
identity of truth with itself It becomes a strategic 
decipherment and evaluation of texts, palimpsests 
without original. But the genealogist too is a 
palimpsest whose ultimate truth - motives, pas¬ 
sions, intentions, agenda - is not only unknown to 
oneself but finally unknowable. Genealogy is not a 
method but a flair for sifting complex attitudes and 
sorting out their components, detecting continuities 
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in apparent ruptures and discerning fauldines, 
fractures, bifurcations where a cultural practice 
splits into divergent lines, perhaps one dies out, 
others continue to reproduce, vary, and mutate. 

Whenever a biological individual reproduces, 
the offspring is different from the parents. Cultural 
reproduction concerns inventions, arts and 
sciences, ideas and ideologies which genealogy 
analyzes as techniques of breeding and condition¬ 
ing bodies and souls. Its topics include sexual 
practices, religious beliefs and rituals, crime and 
punishment, economy, family and childhood, work, 
money, literatures and languages, in all possible 
combinations. Foucault showed that the thera¬ 
peutic practice of attributing essential truth to one’s 
sexual desires and impulses, for example, has a 
genealogy going back to Christian confessional and 
running through the evolving medico-psychiatric— 
legal complex of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries (from the truth of crime located in 
passion and temptation to the truth as instinct, 
heredity, mental illness, childhood training and 
abuse, and so on: “criminal anthropology and the 
interminable discourse of criminology”); and that 
contemporary social science can be traced to the 
mechanization and militarization of methods of 
educating, training, and disciplining (correcting 
and punishing) invented in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries to “manufacture” individuals 
well-adapted to the evolving time—movement 
programs of industrial and technocratic capitalism. 
Thus Enlightenment was preceded by a period of 
“immaturity” during which humans had to be de- 
communalized and bred and tutored into indivi¬ 
duals with identities separate from tribe and family, 
and eventually capable of thinking and acting 
autonomously. 

Excavating the ground (“archeology”) of En¬ 
lightenment autonomy individualism, and respon¬ 
sibility to uncover the power-matrix shaping the 
individualizing process, Foucault was developing 
Nietzschean questions: how was it possible to breed 
an animal with the power and right to make 
promises? WTiat means were invented for extract¬ 
ing truth? How was debt or guilt internalized as 
moral conscience to form a responsible subject 
(and is this subject compatible with the fantasy of 
the “autonomous individual”?). But this question 
(in its Freudian version, what is the function of guilt 


in a psychic economy?) would be extroverted and 
extended to the social field. Foucault apparently 
desexualizes the social or historicizes “sexuality” 
(and psychoanalysis). But in so doing he discovers 
the Lacanian problem of jouissance. 

Freud had realized that the subject’s need to 
confess his “criminal” fantasies - if not to put them 
into action — was a function of the self-torturing 
agency (super-ego) internalized in childhood. His 
theory of the primal Father was a genealogy of the 
unconscious: the complex paradox of a desire 
sustained by law and prohibition, castration and 
guilty-perverse fantasy, and a superegoic imperative 
to jouir, to “do it and be punished.” In this complex, 
the Father was divided into primal violator 
(Urvater) and unconscious (“structural”) lawgiver 
and castrator. Lacan saw that the super-ego-law 
complex was a sadomasochistic socio-psychic 
machine in which guilt functions as both jouissance 
and punishment, and in which perversion profits 
from both sides of the law. Foucault was following 
Lacan and Freud (and Nietzsche) in demonstrating 
the perverse deployment of discipline and punish¬ 
ment, the jouissance of power-knowledge. 

If genealogy traces the descent of current 
practices, it can turn into an investigation and 
analysis of their mutation and becoming. What is 
happening today in the technologies of “affect,” of 
techniques of perception, feeling, valuing, knowing, 
communicating? What new powers and institutions 
are springing up around and within them? How is 
the body, its chronologies and rhythms, its activities 
and passivities, changing to adapt to them? WTiich 
organs are affected, amplified or diminished, 
“extended” (McLuhan), recombined into new 
biotechnical compositions? How are aesthetics 
and ethics adapting, complying, resisting? Deleuze 
poses the problem of “control” (after Burroughs): 
genetic, electro-chemical, legalistic-bureaucratic 
and informational-infotainmental interventions 
into the post-human or post-moral nervous and 
limbic systems regulating thought, mood, sensa¬ 
tion, and behavior. Psychiatric and legal practice 
evolve in symbiosis with information, biogenetic, 
and chemical industries, as advertising joins poll¬ 
ing, surveying, and purchase record trafficking to 
monitor and guide private opinion and consump¬ 
tion. The “mass public” becomes an obsolete 
image needing further resolution (now available). 
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like tlie old aerial photos now mega-amplified by 
satellite; or the old “publie records” and “hear¬ 
ings” now supplemented by infinite audio-visual 
taping and recording of every interaction with 
every part of the “system” (businesses, hospitals, 
schools, courts, and so on, but also families and 
streets). The model of the school-prison is evolving 
into the worldwide juridieo-medico-business com¬ 
plex monitoring behavior and adjusting it through 
chemistry and therapy, no longer treating abnorm¬ 
ality but targeting it and deploying it as titiUation, 
fantasy of deviance inserted into the “subcon¬ 
scious.” And are the “people” resisting? No, they 
want a piece of the new world order pie and an 
electronic part to play. Thus the prospect is 
dangled (and marketed) of a future body and brain 
totally “under control” with an enhanced longevity 
rid of the insecurities of life (disease, crime, loss). 
And because, as Spinoza said, humans are slaves of 
hope and fear, they choose the promise of 
“increased security.” 

But where humans evolve together with ma¬ 
chines we create escape routes out of the networks 
that entangle us as we extend them. We experiment 
on ourselves, demanding the right to play and 
practice on ourselves without legal-bureaucratic 
regulation. As the Enlightenment groimd of law 
caves in around us, we try to invent new reasons for 
resisting the pretention of government, business, 
and institutions to “protect” us from ourselves, 
while demanding real protections from them and 
from the technocracy teleguiding (and micropro¬ 
cessing) the evolving legal—medical system. Many 
retreat into “family values” or group identities and 
do not want to know what is possible. But others 
form experimental communities or invent aesthetic 
compositions. 

In short, there is genealogy, diagnosis, and 
resistance (experimentation) wherever humans 
deploy their evolving powers of intervention into 
each others’ bodies and acts. The question arises, 
as the good old human form (soul, body) mutates in 
conjunction with technocapital, will there be beings 
capable of sustaining a desire within the nonstop 
floods of jouissance? 
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PETER CANNING 

Geneva School 

Also known as French phenomenological literary 
criticism, the “Geneva School” is a term referring 
to the work of six critics associated with the 
University of Geneva: Albert Beguin (1901-57), 
Georges Poulet (1902-91), Marcel Raymond 
(1897-1981), Jean-Pierre Richard (1922-), Jean 
Rousset (1910-), and Jean Starobinski (1920-). The 
Geneva School drew their approach from Hus¬ 
serl’s, Heiddeger’s, and Merleau-Ponty’s writings 
on phenomenology as well as from the expressivist 
work of German romantic critics, most notably 
Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1832) and his 
conception of “living reading”: the acute aware¬ 
ness of an author’s personality, perspective, and 
historical situation as derived from the text. 

Despite subtle yet significant differences in their 
individual projects, the six members of the Geneva 
School share an understanding of literature as a 
special form of consciousness, where the sympa¬ 
thetic and attentive reader experiences the author’s 
consciousness as her or his own. Refusing to accept 
the Anglo-American Formalist notion of objective 
criticism in the 1950s and early 1960s, the Geneva 
critics championed both hterature and its criticism 
as subjective practices, defining literary criticism as 
“hterature about literature” and as an expression 
of “reciprocal transparency” between the author’s 
and critic’s minds. Specifically, reading literature is 
an opportunity for “fusion” between the phenom¬ 
enal and imaginative worlds (Raymond), for 
“making present” imagined objects (Beguin), for 
“absolute transparency” between the author’s and 
reader’s souls (Poulet), for carefully attaining the 
“dynamic source” of the author’s personality 
(Rousset), for experiencing the palpable “sensa¬ 
tion” of textual images (Richard), and for “inter¬ 
subjectivity” between writers and readers 
(Starobinski). 
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The Geneva School critics insist upon the 
existence of a distinct reading subject, but such a 
subject’s boundaries are permeable and expansive. 
While not necessarily the equivalent of a decen- 
tered subject, the reader they postulate is a 
nomadic agent capable of direcdy accessing other 
subjective consciousnesses by way of language and 
a shared conception of worldly phenomena. It is 
precisely this subjectivist and even mystical escape 
from humanist reason that initially drew Paul de 
Man and other thinkers associated with decon¬ 
struction to the Geneva critics in the early 1960s 
and also moved them to abandon the Geneva 
School in the early 1970s. 

Though the Geneva School theorists pave the 
way for the expressive and synthetic mode of 
criticism developed by Gilles Deleuze, they 
presume both the transparency of language and a 
consistent, identifiable authorial presence capable 
of reliably revealing the phenomenal world to 
readers. J. HiUis Miller, the foremost American 
follower of Poulet and the Geneva School before 
joining de Man and the Yale school of deconstruc¬ 
tion, notes that “[Poulet] does not put the language 
of his authors in question... [nor] interrogate it 
suspiciously for distinctions between what it 
apparendy says and what it really says... Lan¬ 
guage is never a matter of immediate presence, nor 
a matter of mimetic representation” (1972: 218). 
With its dependence on the accessibility of an 
author’s cogito to the reader and the reliability of 
language to enable what Poulet calls a criticism of 
participation and identification between reader 
and author, the Geneva School’s approach has lost 
considerable influence in the wake of poststruc¬ 
turalism. 

The Geneva School’s project of situating the 
reader within the author’s ideational universe 
ultimately hopes to recover the author’s mind from 
its surrounding contents, but such a project does 
not necessarily require a critic to accept the naive 
linguistic theory and monoculturalist presumptions 
often associated with the school in recent years. 
Stripped of their romanticist leanings towards 
cognitive unification, the Geneva School critics 
manage to provide a phenomenological framework 
useful to historicist, multiculturalist, and reader- 
response studies of signifying practices, especially 
literature. With additional attention paid to the 


historical context of an author’s production, the 
school’s approach may offer a promising way out of 
the radical relativism threatened by Jean-Fran 9 ois 
Lyotard’s theory of interpersonal and intercul- 
tural incommensurability in the postmodern con¬ 
dition. 
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JAMES STEVENS 


genre 

Genre is a type of written or performed text and a 
psychological construct that leads readers to 
construct texts in response to recurrent rhetorical 
situations. Genres are the names readers give to 
types of texts or performances that they recognize 
by type: a sonnet is a poem consisting of fourteen 
lines of iambic pentameter; a picaresque novel is a 
novel with a wandering, knavish narrator; a 
comedy of manners is a play that pokes fun at 
the affectations of some group; a film noir is a movie 
in which the psychotic behavior of a central 
character portends Ul for other characters; and so 
on. The configuration of a genre’s distinguishing 
features, those elements that lead readers to 
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recognize it, constitutes a kind of generic contract 
that assists in the reading process. As readers gain 
experience with a genre, they come to understand 
that the genre tacitly encodes rules of form, 
content, and/or thematic development, and read¬ 
ers invoke these rules to help them make sense of 
the text or performance. Similarly, a writer can 
invoke and inscribe these generic rules to clue 
readers that a text is intended as an instance of a 
certain genre. Conversely, writers can consciously 
allude to and then flaunt these rules in order to 
show both their homage to an extant genre and 
their goal to transcend its boundaries. The concept 
of genre, therefore, represents more than simply 
the name for a bundle of formal and substantial 
features. Genre instead is a mental construct, a 
coding template that leads to active, often purpose¬ 
ful, reading and writing. 

The function of a generic contract 

Literary critics have repeatedly shown how genres 
can be classified according to textual features and 
rhetorical effects. Heather Dubrow (1982), for 
example, notes that genres can be sorted by subject 
matter, intended effect, attitude, tone, or some 
combination of those attributes. Paul Hernadi 
(1972) argues that genres can be classified accord¬ 
ing to authors’ attitudes, the texts’ effects on 
readers, the verbal constructs employed, and the 
verbal world evoked. Alastair Fowler (1982) points 
out three highly visible “generic signals”: allusions 
to previous writers or representations of the genre, 
titles, and text-opening topics. 

Critics have not, however, glossed these features 
simply as isolated entities. Instead, they have 
studied them as features that compose a code that, 
in turn, allows a generic contract to form. As 
writers use their definitions of genre to construct 
texts and readers use their definitions to “recode” 
and make sense of the texts, a relationship that 
Dubrow calls “a generic contract” is established: 

Through such signals as the tide, the meter, and 
the incorporation of famfliar topoi in his opening 
lines, the [writer] sets up a contract with us. He 
in effect agrees that he will foUow at least some 
of the patterns and conventions we associate 
with the genre or genres in which he is writing, 


and we in turn agree that we will pay close 
attention to certain aspects of his work while 
realizing that others, because of the nature of 
genres, are likely to be less important. 

(1982: 31) 

From the perspective of literary criticism, then, 
the term genre denotes mental construct, a dynamic, 
ideally shared contractually by writers and readers, 
that bundles together features of texts - topoi, 
allusions, themes, syntax, diction, rhyme, and so on 
- and then “gives presence” to them in varying 
degrees. The genre dynamic “fronts” those features 
that cause instances of the same genre to resemble 
one another (for example, the 14-lines of iambic 
pentameter and the recognizable rhyme scheme in 
the Shakespearean sonnet, or the protagonist’s 
recognition of hamartia in a classical tragedy) and 
“backgroimds,” relatively and differentially, those 
that do not lead to a generic, “family” resemblance 
but simply fimction within the text itself 

The genre dynamic is not so rigid that the 
development of new genres becomes impossible. 
To the contrary, as critics have pointed out, new 
genres are continually being created in response to 
extant ones. As Hans Robert Jauss notes. 

The relationship between the individual text 
and the series of texts formative of a genre 
presents itself as the continual founding and 
altering of horizons. The next text evokes for the 
reader (listener) the horizon of expectation and 
“rules of the game” familiar to him from earlier 
texts, which as such can then be varied, 
extended, corrected, but also transformed, 
crossed out, or simply reproduced. 

(1982: 88) 

Tzvetan Todorov makes a similar point: new 
genres “quite simply come from other genres. A 
new genre is always the transformation of an 
earlier one, or of several: by inversion, by 
displacement, by combination” (1990: 15). 

The power to construe recurrent rhetorical 
situations 

While literary critics have examined the role of the 
generic contract in the formation and change of 
genres, rhetorical theorists have explained how 
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genres both emerge from, and help make sense of, 
recurrent situations. Carolyn Miller, for example, 
takes it as axiomatic that “a rhetorically sormd 
definition of genre must be centered not on the 
substance or the form of the discourse but on the 
action it is used to accomplish” (1984: 151). Miller 
argues that speakers or writers learn to typify 
recurrent rhetorical situations. When speakers or 
writers find themselves in discourse-demanding 
situations that seem similar or analogous to ones 
they have experienced before, Miller claims that 
“what recurs is not a material situation (a real, 
objective, factual event) but our construal of a 
type.” This linchpin of this construal is genre, a 
superordinate concept that fuses “lower-level forms 
and characteristic substance” (1984: 162). For 
MiUer, genre is 

a conventional category of discourse based in 
large-scale typification of rhetorical action; as 
action, it acquires meaning from situation and 
from the social context in which that situation 
arose... A genre is a rhetorical means for 
mediating private intentions and social exigence; 
it motivates by connecting the private with the 
public, the singular with the recurrent. 

(1984: 162) 

Charles Bazerman accepts Miller’s theory of 
genre as social action and extends it one step 
further. Not only do genres emerge from typified 
construals of recurrent situations; genres them¬ 
selves provide writers and speakers with a tool to 
use in order to typify situations: 

A genre provides a writer with a way of 
formulating responses in certain circumstances 
and a reader a way of recognizing the kinds of 
message being transmitted. A genre is a social 
construct that regularizes communication, inter¬ 
actions, and relations. Thus the formal features 
that are shared by the corpus of texts in a genre 
and by which we usually recognize a text’s 
inclusion in a genre are the linguistic/symbolic 
solution to a problem in social interaction. 

(1988: 62) 

Relating genre theory to rhetorical education, 
Bazerman later notes that genres are not so much 
textual forms as they are “forms of life, ways of 
being, frames for social action. They are environ¬ 


ments for learning” (1994: 1). In a comprehensive 
essay connecting genre theory to actmty theory 
analysis, David Russell makes a similar point: “a 
genre is the ongoing use of certain material tools 
(marks, in the case of written genres) in certain 
ways that worked once and might work again, a 
typified tool-mediated response to conditions 
recognized by participants as recurring” (1997: 
515). Genres for Russell, therefore, emerge, 
develop, and change as they are used by writers 
and readers to “operationalize the same recurring, 
typified actions of an activity system” (1997: 518). 
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DAVID JOLIFFE 


geography 

Geography is the study of the physical features of 
the earth in correlation to societies and further 
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social systems, natural and political divisions, 
climate, population, and economies. 

Postmodernism 

Postmodernism provides a critical framework for 
geography, questioning the understanding of space 
as formulated within spatial science and the 
conception of science as a single system of knowl¬ 
edge and truth. In the light of this critique, 
geographers turned to sociology, political econ¬ 
omy, anthropology, and linguistics to rethink 
the processes by which spatial structures are 
produced. As a result, the discourse of a socio¬ 
economic condition of postmodernity is primarily 
concerned with the evolution of a global economy 
and geopohtics. By challenging the closure and 
certainty of metanarratives, the postmodern, post- 
structuralist paradigm of knowledge places a 
premium on heterogeneity and difference, on the 
local and the specific. This paradigm also provides 
a critique of the totalizing and exclusionary 
discourse of the postmodern condition. 

The essential impulse behind a historico-materi- 
alist perspective on geography is the writings of 
Michel Foucault (1926—84) and Henri Lefebvre 
(1905-). Foucault explored the significance of space 
in “Questions on Geography” and in a 1967 
lecture tided “Of Other Spaces” (translated into 
English in 1986). In these writings, Foucault 
highlights the dominance of time and history in 
nineteenth-century philosophy which defined space 
as determined, immobile, and undialectical. 
Against this, Foucault exacts a “history of space” 
which seeks to imveil the social production of 
space, the complex linkage between space, knowl¬ 
edge and power, and most importandy, the body. 
Foucault is particularly interested in spaces of 
modernity, “heterotopias,” where social practices 
confront spatial ideologies. 

One can trace Foucault’s induence on Marxist 
geography to Fredric Jameson’s (1934-) Postmo¬ 
dernism, or, The Cultural Logic ofiMte Capitalism (1991). 
For Jameson, postmodern culture is spatial. 
Temporality is secondary to space and has only a 
place in writing rather than as lived experience. In 
the light of this predominance of space, Jameson 
develops the notion of the “cognitive mapping” of 
the postmodern hyperspace. This postmodern 


cartography sets out to disclose the interdepen¬ 
dence of spaces and the body in the context of late 
capitalist production and consumption. Global 
capitalism results in a schizophrenic temporality, 
the fragmentation of the subject which is immersed 
into radically discontinuous realities. 

Lefebvre’s seminal work. The Production of Space 
(1974, translated into English in 1991), develops 
the prevading materialist notion of space as only 
the cultural expression of base and superstructure 
formations. Against this, Lefebvre proposes that 
social and spatial relations are in fact dialectically 
interdependent. While Lefebvre acknowledges that 
space exists as matter, he suggests that the under¬ 
standing of space as merely physical is a deceptive 
epistemological conjecture which ignores its “sec¬ 
ond nature.” His project is to decode space and its 
signification, to re-appropriate space and hence re¬ 
signify it. According to Lefebvre, space displays a 
physical quality. However, it is also social; indeed, it 
is ideological and political. In this context he 
usefully distinguishes between the “lived” and the 
“conceived”; in other words, between “physical” 
and “conceptualized” space. The relationship 
between conceived and lived space is indicative of 
the level of capitalist development. Lefebvre 
perceives the phase of accumulation in the Middle 
Ages as an era where the representation of space is 
congruent with representational spaces, whereas in 
the abstract spatial notion of capitalism and neo- 
capitalism, this congruence is imaginary. Lefebvre 
is highly influential on Anglo-Saxon postmodern 
geography. However, it must be noted that 
Lefebvre rejected the notion of postmodernism. 
He acknowledged the end of modernity but not the 
end of modernism as technological practice. 

Edward W. Soja refers extensively to Lefebvre’s 
work and deploys his socio-spatial dialectic within a 
postmodern perspective in Postmodern Geographies 
(1989). Soja suggests that analogous to “commod¬ 
ities” in the work of Karl Marx, the concept of 
spatiality must be placed at the center of human 
geography to disclose the social relations that are 
inscribed within and constituted through its various 
forms and productions. Space itself is primordially 
given but the organization and meaning of space is 
the product of social production, transformation, 
and experience. The social and the spatial are 
dialectically inseparable. Thus there exists a 
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continuous two-way process, a sociospatial dialec¬ 
tic. Space cannot be considered merely as a 
medium in which social, economic and political 
processes are expressed. Social relations are also 
constituted through space. Interested in the 
phenomenon of postmodernity and globalization, 
Soja describes the impact of modernity on the 
production of space. Periods of accelerated change 
and reconfiguration within capitalism produces 
what David Harvey has coined in The Condition of 
Postmodernity (1989) as “space-time convergence” or 
“space-time compression” in a post-industrialist 
epoch. Both Soja and Jameson focus their 
postmodern mapping on Los Angeles, a fragmen¬ 
ted, decentralized urban structure which is the 
product of geographical displacements and con¬ 
densations and postindustrial economy. Ridley 
Scott’s film Blade Runner (1982) epitomizes the 
relationship between postmodernism, architecture, 
and postindustrialism. 

Harvey agrees with Soja on the project of a 
historico-geographical materialism. However, Har¬ 
vey displays a much more reserved attitude towards 
postmodernist geographies and opposes postmo¬ 
dernism’s implications for geography and sociol¬ 
ogy. In The Condition of Postmodernity, Harvey 
classifies postmodernism in terms of a socio¬ 
economic condition. Postmodernism is an essential 
component of the new phase of post-Fordist flexible 
accumulation which is characterized by a “space- 
time convergence.” Against the “spatial fetishism” 
which, analogous to Marx’s fear of commodity 
fetishism reduces social relationships to mere 
geographical structures, Harvey seeks to develop 
a relational historico-geographical materialism of 
space-time-place. In Justice, Mature, and the Geography 
of Difference (1996), Harvey newly defines a 
geography of difference. Evaluating recent trends 
in standpoint politics, locality studies, and the 
celebration of the particular and local in ecological 
movements as detrimental for social justice and 
political activism against globalization, Harvey 
envisages a geography of difference that bridges 
the gap between an universafizing understanding 
of spatiality and social processes and the post¬ 
modern fragmentation. Particularly, Harvey is 
interested in the postmodern contention of the 
body as a site of resistance. He argues that the 
production of the body as categorized and 


disciplined under capitalism and that of space-time 
are linked through money. Therefore, the body as 
produced within a system of power cannot truly 
represent a site of resistance. 

In Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of 
Supermodernity (1995), Marc Auge replaces the 
notion of postmodernist geography with the 
anthropology of supermodernity to aptly describe 
the logic of late capitalism. According to Auge, 
supermodernity is the obverse of postmodernity, 
identified by a logic of excess of time and an excess 
of space. This condition creates “non-spaces” 
which, unlike places, are not localized in time 
and space. Motorways, supermarkets, airports, and 
airspace are spaces where, through the particular¬ 
ization of individual experience and reference, no 
social interaction is viable. Whereas anthropology 
has hitherto focused the notion of place as a site of 
social life and interaction, Auge argues that 
anthropology has to refocus on non-places as 
the parameters of supermodern existence. 

These mosdy historico-materialist perspectives 
on postmodern geography have been discussed and 
analyzed in terms of their framework of the 
classical Marxist base-superstructure paradigm. 
The poststructuralist project within geography is 
not only critical of its positivist footing but has also 
highlighted the complex and often contradictory 
constitution of subjectivities which precludes their 
conceptualization within what Soja terms a “space- 
to-class homology.” 

Jean Baudrillard (1929-) offers an alternative 
postmodern spatiality where socio-spatial and 
economic activities are marginahzed in favor of 
semiotics. In opposition to a materialist formula¬ 
tion, Baudrillard turns his attention to a “semi- 
urgic” society where spatial relations are not 
organized around production and exchange, but 
displaced by a multiplicity of semiotic codes. The 
postindustrial society is the “society of the specta¬ 
cle,” Baudrillard writes in Simulations (1983), hving 
in the “ecstasy of communication.” The very 
principle of production is replaced by an under¬ 
standing of “symbolic exchange” of serial signs. In 
this framework, materiality and spaces become 
mere structural simulations, “simulacra,” which 
blur the difference between “false” and “true,” 
“real” and “imaginary.” 
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Avery different approach is taken by feminists to 
formulate a critique of historico-materiaUst geo¬ 
graphy which uses paradigms based on capitalism 
and technology. These paradigms are revealed as 
masculinist, promoting the hegemony of a white, 
male, and bourgeois geography. Instead, Marxist 
feminist geography focuses on the social construc¬ 
tion of gendered labor divisions and through a 
thorough reconfiguration of “time geography” 
examines the gendered, spatial dialectic of space 
and place. In this context, Doreen Massey reveals 
the gender-blindness of postmodern geographies. 
She argues that proponents of a historico-materi- 
aUst understanding of postmodernism such as Soja 
and Harvey, are in fact stiU imbedded in a 
universalizing and thus exclusionary epistemology 
of modernity. Their analysis is indebted to a 
masculinist optics of spatial science which under¬ 
stands space as infinitely penetrable and transpar¬ 
ent to the male gaze. This is apparent in the 
“power geometry” embedded in time-space com¬ 
pression which continuously and dynamically 
imprints social relations with power and meaning. 
Against this, Massey proposes a postmodern 
geography that develops spatiality as the product 
of a multiplicity of social relations and identities. 

This postmodern paradigm whieh questions the 
positivist understanding of knowledge, power and 
subjectivity is also taken up by Gillian Rose. She 
identifies the masculinism in contemporary geo¬ 
graphical discourses sueh as time-geography and 
humanist geography which gender space and place 
and specifically feminize place as an idealized locus 
of the domestic and the private. Instead of merely 
responding with a feminist geography that reverses 
and thus stiU reinforces the gender binary opposi¬ 
tion, Rose proposes a new feminist geography that 
acknowledges difference beyond the hegemony of 
gender, as well as class, race, and sexuality. By 
introducing the concept of a “paradoxical geogra¬ 
phy” that evaluates the postmodern instability. 
Rose proposes the positionality of subjectivity as 
emancipatory. Rose’s paradoxical geography also 
allows for the sexed and sexual body to function 
explicidy in the production of geographical knowl¬ 
edge. Feminism (see feminism and postmo¬ 
dernism) and queer theory have identified the 
active construction of space and place as hetero¬ 
sexual and thus as exclusionary to dissident sexual 


identities. Queer theorists such as Judith Butler 
have influenced geographical readings of space 
which promote a transgressive notion of sexual 
identities in space as performance. 

This emphasis on the situatedness of knowledge 
has also had great impact on postcolonial geogra¬ 
phies. By unveiling the complicity of early 
geographers in the project of imperialism and 
colonialism, this critical movement continues to 
explore the enduring reproduction of colonial 
relations and practices in the imaginary geogra¬ 
phies of the postcolonial present which rely on a 
center-periphery cartography. A primarily post¬ 
structuralist reading of colonialism sets out to 
deconstruct social categorizations such as race and 
class, nation and community, familiar and foreign, 
and conceptualizes their relation to place as 
dynamic processes. As it is set out here, the 
borderland becomes the appropriate metaphor 
for the postmodern subject. 

See also: architecture; gender; globalization; 
Said, Edward W. 
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NICOLE POHL 

globalization 

The term “globalization” emerged from manage¬ 
ment and business literature in the 1970s to 
describe new strategies for worldwide production 
and distribution, entering the social sciences 
through geography and sociology, and the 
humanities through anthropology and cultural 
studies. 

Globalization is generally used in academic 
discourse to describe the purportedly world- 
encompassing reach of global corporations; the 
unprecedented flows of goods, money, people, and 
images across national boundaries; and the con¬ 
comitant possible demise or transformation of the 
nation-state and of sovereignly. The term is also 
used to describe post-Fordist strategies of flexible 
accumulation such as niche marketing and just-in- 
time production as opposed to Fordist strategies of 
mass marketing based on large inventories, and 
changes in finance and the meaning of money with 
the end of the Bretton Woods system of capital 
controls and fixed exchange rates. 

Analytically, the term has been used in two 
ways. First, it functions as a response to earlier 
theories of capitalism, such as the world systems 
theory of Immanuel Wallerstein and the world 
historical perspective of Fernand Braudel. Globa¬ 
lization scholars ask whether there is anything new 
about the current era of global capitalism, answer¬ 
ing that question by directing attention away from 
mechanistic or totalizing theories of capital and 
history, and toward the contingent metaphysics of 
movement entailed in global systems of production 
and consumption. Instead, emphasis is placed 
upon forms of identity construction and power, 
and incompleteness and mdeterminacy. 

Second, it functions as a response to triumph- 
alist narratives of globalization put forth in business 


literature and by theorists of the “end of history” or 
the “end of geography” who view three events as 
completing the modern project of bringing the 
peoples of the world under the benevolent mande 
of one rational system: the global reach of 
capitalism, the demise of the socialist bloc, and 
the creation of new information technologies. 
Critics respond to these narratives by challenging 
their tropes of dominance, totality and penetration, 
and by directing attention to the problematic 
iconography in corporate rhetoric that recognizes 
globalization as the new idiom of power. As an 
alternative, such scholars present images of the 
globe in order to call attention to global civil 
societies emerging in tandem with or in response to 
global capitalism, highlighting hybiidity, hyperre- 
ality and paradoxical identity formations co¬ 
occurring with postmodernity. 

See also: Jameson, Frederic 
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gnosis 

Gnosis is the ancient Greek term for knowledge, 
later used in a special sense by the historical 
Gnostics to describe a salvific or ecstatic type of 
knowledge, available only to the elect, that reveals 
humankind’s true origin in an atemporal realm of 
wholeness. 

According to the doctrine of the ancient 
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Gnostics, this special knowledge is not only 
“insight,” but also a movement of self-redemption 
that consists in purifying, or freeing from bondage, 
one’s inner “spark,” the spirit. This spirit is 
incorruptible and immortal, even as it is bound 
to this material world by the soul, which, in Gnostic 
theology, is the imitation of spirit produced by the 
evil world-creator or “Demiurge” intent on trap¬ 
ping the divine spark in his realm. So, it may be 
said that the superior spirit is confused or over¬ 
whelmed by the surrounding soul, and that 
redemption is attained when these strange bed¬ 
fellows are sundered by knowledge of one’s true 
origin. Gnosis, understood in this sense, is more 
dynamic than mere objective knowledge or perso¬ 
nal insight; it is a tripartite movement of inner 
search, discovery, and ecstasy, or a jettisoning, from 
the psychic prison, the pure breath that is spirit. 

The underlying theme of gnosis is the behef in 
humankind’s inherent superiority in relation to our 
“prison,” that is, the cosmos, and the dissatisfaction 
arising from our inhabiting such a realm. This is in 
stark, revisionist contrast to the Platonic view of a 
more or less strict hierarchy of existents, each 
inhabiting their proper place in the divine plan. 
The great neoplatonist philosopher Plotinus, who 
often “slept” with his Gnostic opponents, carried 
on this noble tradition when he stated, in Enmad 
IV8.6, that “every nature must produce its next, 
for each thing must unfold, seedlike, from indivi¬ 
sible principle into a visible effect.” It was Plotinus’s 
view that, while humankind may achieve knowl¬ 
edge of and even union with the wholeness whence 
aU existence proceeds, humanity’s intended nature 
is to be simultaneously “debtor to what is above 
[and] benefactor to what is below” {Enmad W&J). 
Such a pride of place is lacking in the doctrines of 
the historical Gnostics, and their gnosis becomes a 
sort of negative knowledge, insofar as it is precisely 
knowledge of an ineffable “other” experienced in/ 
as identification with the divine wholeness. And so 
the individual, being comprised of material body, 
inferior soul, and superior spirit, is dissolved in the 
salvific act, and the spirit is at once united and 
identified with its source. At this point, as Hans 
Jonas observes in The Gnostic Religion (1958), “there 
is htde left of the classical idea of the unity and 
autonomy of the person” (1958: 283). 

Jonas’s analysis of gnosis takes a philosophical 


turn when he compares the ancient Gnostic 
movement with modern existentialism and nihi¬ 
lism. The intellectual and ethical consequences, for 
the modern individual, of the “death of God” 
are, Jonas argues, quite similar to those experi¬ 
enced by the possessor of gnosis, who similarly feels 
no longer bound by earthly laws. The “spiritual 
man,” wites Jonas, “who does not belong to any 
obective scheme, is above the law, beyond good 
and evd, and a law unto himself in the power of his 
‘knowledge’” (1958: 334). The main difference, of 
course, between nihilism and ancient Gnosticism 
lies in the divine transcendence open to the 
possessor of gnosis. While the existence of Dasein 
is a “being toward death” (1958: 336), the 
existence of the possessor of gnosis is marked by 
an irrevocable link with eternity. 

On the postmodern scene, the most influential 
exegete of gnosis and Gnosticism is Harold 
Bloom. In Agon: Towards a Theory of Revisionism 
(1982) he writes, “If philosophy is, as Novalis said, 
the desire to be at home everywhere, then Gnosis is 
closer to what Nietzsche thought the motive of art: 
the desire to be elsewhere, the desire to be 
different” (1982: 59). Bloom’s reading of gnosis is 
from a literary-critical viewpoint, and finds in the 
subversive methods of the ancient Gnostics an 
analog with what he calls “belated poetry,” the 
residt of the “anxiety of induence” felt by aU 
creative personalities in the face of their iUustrious 
predecessors. By reacting against tradition. Bloom 
teUs us, poets seek to disclose “what is oldest in 
oneself” (1982: 12), that is, to “see earliest, as 
though no one had seen before us” (1982: 69). 
Likewise did the Gnostics, by reversing the 
tradition of Platonism and of the Church, seek 
knowledge of the spirit’s true status and abode. The 
desire to be different, then, the desire to stand 
apart, is the desire to be fulfiUed. Gnosis is, 
therefore, at once a personal knowledge and an 
ecstasy, since it no longer involves an individual, a 
worldly self, but rather a divine fragment that 
knows itself only as part of the whole to which, by 
right, it belongs. 
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Goux, Jean-Joseph C. 

b. 1 March 1943, Montlu 9 on, Allier, 
France 

Philosopher, critical theorist, and literary 
critic 

Jean-Joseph Goux is one of the major figures in 
critical theory to emerge from the Tel Quel Group, 
which had a significant impact on the French 
intellectual scene during the late 1960s and early 
1970s. His most notable achievement is the 
formulation of a theoretical “numismatics,” which 
is meticulously developed in Freud, Alarx: economic et 
ymbolique (1973) and Les Iconochstes (1978). In these 
two works, Goux is primarily interested in the 
socio-symbolic as the unconscious side of history 
and the constitutive preamble of all social ex¬ 
change. In his view, historical formations are 
governed by a symbolization process that pervades 
all forms of communication, includes aU types of 
value, and cuts across the different spheres of vital 
activities including money, writing, law, kinship, 
sexuality and religion. This symbology is discern- 
able only within a game of substitutions which 
reconstructs the unconscious system of relations by 
identifying essential isomorphisms at the heart of 
phenomenal heteromorphisms. Goux’s theory of 
isomorphisms or homologies - which posits a 
logico-historical correspondence and a structural 
solidarity between different aspects of social 
organization by virtue of a dominant system of 
relations and in light of a unified syntax - is based 
on “the general equivalent,” a key concept which 


Marx used to define money but which can be 
extended to other kinds of exchange and substitu¬ 
tion. In the same way money is the general 
equivalent of commodities, phonetic language is 
the general equivalent of signs, the father is the 
general equivalent (standard rather than circulat¬ 
ing) of subjects, and the Lacanian phallus is the 
general equivalent of libidinal objects. These 
structural homologies are histoiicized according 
to the various stages of the constitution of the 
general equivalent and the different functions 
(imaginary, symbolic, real) it holds. 

The syncretism with which Goux conceives the 
logic of the symbolization process has Althusserian 
overtones. His emphasis on the global mode of 
symbolization echoes Louis Althusser’s theory of 
effectivity which rejects the reductive model of the 
base and superstructure, common in vulgar Marx¬ 
ism, in favor of a more nuanced understanding of 
the economic as an absent cause. However, while 
Althusser argues that the different instances - 
which are distinct and relatively autonomous - co¬ 
exist within a complex structural unity according to 
specific determinations fixed in the last instance by 
the instance of the economy Goux emphasizes the 
preeminence of the economic in a methodological 
ad hoc way. For the latter, the economic is important 
not because it plays a prior or causal role, but 
because it serves as a rehable index. If the symbolic 
function is closely associated with the economic 
function, it is because the mode of symbolization is 
most pronounced, theoretically, in the dominant 
mode of production and not because it is 
predicated on it. By claiming that it is impossible 
to write the history of economic relations without 
taking into account its solidarity with the history of 
symbolization, Goux avoids reducing the complex¬ 
ity of social phenomena to an economic perspec¬ 
tive. 

If Goux’s skepticism toward economism makes 
him a post-Marxist (see post-Marxism), his 
attention to the mutability of structures (and not 
just the combinatorial possibilities of their consti¬ 
tutive elements) makes him a poststructuralist (see 
poststmcturalism). It is obvious that his theory 
of symbolization is indebted to and even mediated 
by Claude Levi-Strauss’s conception of symbolic 
systems in his anthropological writings and Jacques 
Lacan’s exaltation of the order of the symbolic in 
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his psychoanalytical formulations. like these two 
prominent structuralists, Goux places the reader at 
the heart of the symbohc function. Unlike them, 
however, he does not eschew history or freeze its 
movement. His proposition to identify a unified 
mode of symbolization is inextricably linked with a 
second proposition to acknowledge the dialectic of 
the symbolization process. Society is an intercon¬ 
nected whole or an organic equilibrium, but one 
that is asymmetrical and unevenly constituted. The 
attention to difference, heterogeneity, and displace¬ 
ment brings Goux to the sway of postmodern¬ 
ism. Unlike canonical postmodernists, however, 
Goax pays attention to the aleatory and the 
stochastic, but not at the expense of the whole 
and the unified. In doing so, he relativizes rather 
than abandons the concept of totality. 

The attention to the unevenness of history is 
particularly evident in Les Monnayeurs du Imgage 
(1984). Here, Goux turns the theoretical inquiries 
of his earlier works to the study of modern 
literature, art, and culture through a lucid analysis 
of Andre Gide’s The Counterfeiters. By examining the 
question of the authenticity of money (monetary 
fraudulence) and the authenticity of the genre itself 
(the bankruptcy of realism), Goux establishes a 
conceptual parallel between the economic imagin¬ 
ary and the linguistic imaginary. The deficiency of 
the real in both registers points to a general and 
decisive shift from a society based on legitimization 
through representation (gold-language) to a society 
that does not reproduce that type of legitimization 
(token-language). Gide’s novel points to an un¬ 
precedented historical rupture in the mode of 
signifying which announces the rudiments of the 
“postmodern conjuncture.” The forgery of money, 
the imposition of the token, the domination of the 
autonomous substitute, and the institutionalization 
of the arbitrary sign are the instantiation of some 
key developments which surrounded the emer¬ 
gence of postmodernism. They mark a rupture in 
the existing mode of symbolization and bespeak a 
kind of immateiialism which sanctifies the dom¬ 
inance of the disaffected pure symbol and prior¬ 
itizes it over the figurative charged symbol. 

Further reading 

Goux, Jean-Joseph (1989) “Categories de 


I’echange: idealite, symbolicite, reahte,” Encyclo- 
pedie philosophique universelle, Paris: Presses Uni- 
versitaires de France, 227-33. 

-(1990) “General Economies and Postmodern 

Capitalism,” trans. Kathryn Ascheim and 
Rhonda Garelick, Tale French Studies 78: 206-24. 

-(1990) Symbolic Economies: After Marx and Freud, 

trans. Jennifer Curtiss Cage, Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press. 

- (1993) Oedipus, Philosopher, trans. Catherine 

Porter, Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 

-(1994) The Coiners of Language, trans. Jennifer 

Curtiss Cage, Norman, OK: University of 
Oklahoma Press. 

Zayani, Mohamed (1997) “History without Tele¬ 
ology: Goux and the Poststructuralist Sign,” 
Crossings 1(2): 97-120. 

MOHAMED ZAYANI 

Graham^ Dan 

b. 31 March 1942, Urbana, Illinois, USA 
Artist 

Dan Graham’s large and diverse body of work has 
consistently engaged in a critique of the institutio¬ 
nalization of visual perception, a critique which 
throws into question the status not only of the art 
object, but also of the viewer. This interest has led 
him to authors as various as Jacques Lacan, 
Marshall McLuhan, and Herbert Marcuse, while 
he attempted to reify theoretical concepts drawn 
straight or in combination from their writings. 
Over the course of his career, Graham has 
employed various media in his pursuit to reveal 
the conditions of visual perception. 

In his early work, these endeavors took the form 
of written texts for magazines; these texts identify 
and critique the institutional importance of art 
journals and art criticism. As a former gallery 
owner, Graham understood the crucial role 
journals and critics play in exposing the work of 
new artists to the public. After his gallery closed, he 
shifted his efforts to usurping those very venues by 
publishing art work in those journals without 
exhibiting at a gallery. His essay “Homes for 
America” and the photographs which accompany 
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it had a profound impact on Robert Smithson, in 
whose home he first projected the photographs. 
The piece, published in Arts in 1967, was one of the 
first in a long series of such art essays which 
displaced the art object into a textual format. In the 
essay, Graham outlined the different possible color 
permutations of a tract housing project in New 
Jersey. The photographs reproduced along with the 
text emphasized the similarities between the hous¬ 
ing project, which consisted of identical box-like 
houses repeated for an entire block, and the 
minimalist cube. Thus, the text comments on the 
popularization of the series, a trope common to 
both minimal and pop art, and returns the pop 
image to its point of origin in a journal, transformed 
only by its context within the art world. Such works 
attack the very foundation of American-type 
modernism, with its valorization of originality and 
autonomy by claiming seriality and mass produc¬ 
tion as their most original contributions. 

From magazine pieces Graham moved into 
performance work, which lent itself to a considera¬ 
tion of the effect of the performance’s physical 
context on the viewer’s perception of the work. 
Eventually, Graham experimented with multiple 
room installations employing video, mirrors and 
sometimes even a performer. These works, often 
ephemeral because of their reliance on unique 
occurrences, have for the most part been dis¬ 
mantled and most exist today only in the written 
descriptions Graham has supplied. From these 
descriptions, we see that Graham’s main interest 
was in exploring visual perception and its role in 
the formation of a Subject, often within a 
community. His installation for the Venice Biennale 
of 1976, Public Space/Two Audiences, is one of his 
earliest installations addressing the social implica¬ 
tions of vision. It consisted simply of two rooms 
separated by a glass wall. Both rooms had separate 
entrances and one included a mirrored wall 
opposite the glass wall. Graham’s description of 
the work stresses the importance of the glass wall in 
its ability to arbitrarily form communities of “us” 
and “them” on either of its sides. By substituting an 
object, like a painting, with a viewing audience, or 
even one’s own reflection in a mirror, Graham 
complicates the viewer’s position as a subject 
within the gallery context. In these installations, 
the object literally looks back at the viewer, an idea 


which undergirds both McLuhan’s and Lacan’s 
descriptions of painting. Moreover, the patterns of 
identification and articulation set up within such 
installations draw upon Lacan’s discussion of the 
formation of the Subject before a mirror and 
within a linguistic context. It should come as litde 
surprise then that language continues to play an 
important role in Graham’s work, as it did for 
Lacan. Of course, language’s import can be felt not 
only textually, as in the essays, but also verbally as 
he explores the relationship between audience and 
performer in stiU other installations. Typically, in 
such works, the performer describes the audience 
and himself or herself, creating a situation in which 
the viewer, like Lacan’s infant, is confronted with 
the disjunction between self-perception, visual 
perception and the voice that asks the viewer to 
unite the two under a sociopolitical identity. 

Since these works within and around the gallery, 
Graham has moved to building small pavilions that 
continue to set up a dialogue with the gallery space 
and with history. His work critiques the institutions 
of the art world and history, often introducing a 
radical scepticism about the transparency of visual 
perception: a skepticism that pervades postmodern 
art. 
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EILEEN DOYLE 

grammatology 

Grammatology is the study and deconstruction 
of the gramme, and its application and implementa- 



grammatology 163 


tion; in other words, the science of writing and 

textuality. 

The gramme as such 

The gramme, a term relating to the basic element of 
writing, was adumbrated as the written mark in 
Ferdinand de Saussure’s linguistics and semiotics. 
First used by IJ.Gelb (1952), it was radically 
redefined by Jacques Derrida in De la Grammato- 
logie (1967, translated as Of Grammatology, 1976). It 
entails a discourse on letters, in both the narrower 
and broader senses, and on issues and elements of 
writing from alphabet development to relations 
among reading, speaking, and writing. 

WTiile aU writing shares the gramme, the written 
mark, with all other writing as its “irreducible 
atom,” Derrida’s thesis concerning writing’s marks 
and their attendant grammatological strategies 
begins in the assertion that the seemingly simple 
question “what is writing?” trapped within dis¬ 
ciplinary discourses, is misunderstood and misre¬ 
presents writing’s nature and tactics. Writing, 
properly understood, contrary to the views of Plato 
and many others, is a practice not subordinated to 
nor following from thought or speech, as the 
history of “logocentrism” claims; indeed, the 
evolution of “disciplines” themselves has been a 
powerful agent of misdirection of research into the 
meaning of, and meaning in, writing. 

History/science/genealogy 

Grammatology is not simply the inversion of the 
customary Platonic, logocentric hierarchy of speech 
over writing; rather, it critiques logocentrism’s 
suppressions. Thus, grammatolog}" can never be a 
science of writing within a history of writing, since 
it would then become what Derrida calls “arche- 
writing,” reinsciibed within the metaphysics of 
presence any science entails and that Derrida 
critiques. As a history, grammatology can only be 
what Gayatri Spivak calls “a history of the 
possibility of a history that would no longer be an 
archaeology” (Derrida 1976: Iviii). This is not to 
say that Derrida is not interested in the miswritten 
history of writing; indeed he traces it back through 
Saussure’s signiiier/signilied distinction to Rous¬ 
seau’s notion of writing as the science of speech’s 


representation, thence to Plato’s pharmakon. For 
Derrida, however, this false history must become a 
genealogy, linking the writings of Nietzsche, who 
critiques the nature of knowing, Freud, who 
questions the psyche, and Heidegger, who places 
Being “under erasure,” among others. Indeed, 
grammatology is possible only within this alter¬ 
native genealogical context, since only here can it 
maintain its unresolvable, “originary consciousness 
of delay” (1976: li). Though Derrida’s third chapter 
of Of Grammatology is “Of Grammatolog}' as a 
Positive Science,” he immediately renders it 
problematic: “On what conditions is grammatol¬ 
ogy possible? Its fundamental condition is certainly 
the undoing [sollicitation) of logocentrism. But this 
condition of possibility turns into a condition of 
impossibility” (1976: 74) because while gramma¬ 
tology can “inscribe” or “delimit” a science, it 
traces itself from what exceeds the closure of 
scientific/logocentric discourse; it “loosens the 
limit whieh closes classical scientificity” (1976: 
36), revealing itself as the structure - writing itself 
— of which history and the sciences consist. As 
Gregory Ulmer asserts, “grammatology is a science 
that functions as the deconstruction of the concept 
of science” (1985: 12). 

Grammatology and deconstruction 

Referring to grammatology as “the tide of a 
question” (1981: 12), Derrida demonstrates its 
importance to the interrogative strategies of 
deconstruction. Grammatology is deconstruction’s 
manifestation, a strategy of interrogation of texts 
and textuality that is (de)constructed on originary 
grammatological difference. As a “non-phonetic 
moment” (1976: 26), it is the chief agent in 
Derrida’s critique of logocentric presence and the 
chimerical ground of dfferance. As writing mise en 
abynte, groundless, grammatology is a vertiginous 
and parasitic strategy interrogating other sites of 
textuality, demonstrating how the metaphysics of 
logocentric discourse persistendy attempt to gloss 
over dfferance with the chimera of meaning’s 
unitary presence. Grammatological interrogation 
reveals the metaphysical teleology of texts, not 
merely to reject them but to reinscribe them in 
iff ranee such that the so-called “original text,” the 
“arche-text,” appears as the pahmpsestic inscrip- 
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tion of traces of a writing that is simultaneously 
gone and that remains. Deconstruction’s relation to 
grammatology is itself predicated on a genealogical 
relation to Saussure’s critique of the transcendental 
signified and of the metaphysics of presence in his 
concept of the binary sign; Derrida adds to 
Saussure’s groimding binarism Heidegger’s “sous 
rature” (“under erasure”), in which presence is 
simultaneously revealed and cancelled. Engaging 
in grammatology and deconstruction’s play is 
acknowledging the impossibihty of any system 
requiring a “general law,” since “the law of 
differance is that any law is constituted by postpone¬ 
ment and self-difference” (1976: Ivii). Indeed, 
grammatology and deconstruction require the 
reconceptualization of language itself as “proto¬ 
writing,” already inhabited by differance, in which 
language is the vertiginous, infinite play of 
differences, traces, overwritings, and deferrals 
which, as Jonathan Culler says, “under conditions 
that can be described but never exhaustively 
specified, give rise to effects of meaning” (1979: 
172). Grammatology’s originary “pure trace as 
differance” (1976: 62) transforms the sign from 
expressive to nonexpressive: the gramme cancels the 
gramme as such. The trace is not merely the 
disappearance of the unitary origin but the 
acknowledgement that the “origin did not even 
disappear, that it was never constituted except 
reciprocally by a nonorigin, the trace... Yet we 
know that that concept destroys its name and that, 
if aU begins with the trace, there is above all no 
originary trace” (1976: 61). 

Practice 

Referring to it as an “opening” (1981: 4), Derrida 
posits grammatology as a parasite of the binary 
“modern”/“postmodern,” and the focus of decon¬ 
struction’s interrogation of textual strategies of the 
concealment of their grammatological structures. 
The challenge Derrida and grammatology offer is 
to find and inscribe a non-theoretical grammatology, 
in action as it were, in excess of the disciplines of 
science, philosophy, and literature in which Derrida 
and deconstructive theory work. This grammato¬ 
logical practice can be ghmpsed in Derrida’s Glas 
(1986), for example, and in the writings of Maurice 
Blanchot and Samuel Beckett, among others. 


Grammatology has been energetically sup¬ 
ported by a wide variety of thinkers, writers, and 
artists for the way in which it offers new strategies 
for reading and writing, and equally energetically 
attacked by others on the basis of its perceived 
relativism and nihilism, both of which Derrida and 
other deconstructionists reject as yet another 
misunderstanding; it remains one of the most 
engaging new discourses in literary and critical 
theory and practice. 
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STEPHEN BARKER 

grand narrative 

The term “grand narrative” was introduced by 
Jean-Fran 9 ois Lyotard (1924—98) to describe the 
kind of story that underlies, gives legitimacy, and 
explains the particular choices a culture prescribes 
as possible courses of action. A grand narrative. 
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also called a “master narrative,” provides coher¬ 
ence by covering up the various conflicts, the 
differends (see differend), that arise in the history 
of a society. Examples of such narratives are 
Christianity, the Enlightenment, Capitalism, and 
Marxism. A grand narrative operates as a meta¬ 
narrative providing a framework in which all other 
cultural narratives find their ground and acquire 
their meaning and legitimacy. Postmodernism is 
heralded when grand narratives lose their cred¬ 
ibility and fitde narratives proliferate. 

The term appears in The Postmodern Condition 
(1984), “a report on knowledge” commissioned by 
the Council of Universities of the government of 
Quebec, pubhshed in 1979. The peculiar origin of 
this text lends to Lyotard’s discussion a polemic 
and programmatic tone which is partly responsible 
for the immensely important role it has played in 
the development of postmodern critical theory. 
Grand narratives constitute the main ideological 
apparatus of modernity, and play a particularly 
important role in legitimating the modern sciences. 
Each grand narrative provides its own set of 
elements (a hero or subject, a journey fraught with 
dangers, and a great goal) and promotes a different 
ideology. For example, in Marxism the subject is 
the proletariat and the goal is the socialization of 
the means of production, whereas in capitalism the 
subject is the individual entrepreneur and the goal 
is the accumulation of wealth. 

A narrative aecording to Lyotard is a technical 
apparatus for ordering, storing, and retrieving 
information that is in competition and conflict 
with scientific knowledge. Here, Lyotard is perhaps 
thinking of Claude Levi-Strawss’s (1908-77) 
claim in Structural Anthropology (1963) that myths 
are a kind of alternative or proto-science providing 
a coherent explanation for experience. According 
to Lyotard, traditional narratives possess a narra¬ 
tive pragmatics of transmission: The posts of 
sender, addressee, and hero can be occupied by 
the same person at different times. It is this 
alternation among narrative posts that guarantees 
the legitimating function of narratives. A grand 
narrative functions in a similar way: Once one 
accedes to the post of addressee, one is placed in 
the position of perpetuating the narrative. For 
example, the student at the imiversity who becomes 
the addressee of the grand narrative of scientific 


progress is thereby placed in a circuit that requires 
that he or she in turn become both the hero (the 
scientist furthering this progress) and the sender (as 
teacher or public figure). 

In The Postmodern Condition, Lyotard discusses two 
grand narratives of the legitimation of knowledge. 
The first is the narrative of emancipation, in which 
humanity is the hero and emancipation is achieved 
through scientific knowledge. This grand narrative 
characterizes the revolutionary period with the 
emergence of nation states and the attendant 
emphasis on public, especially primary, education. 
The second is the speculative narrative, which 
arises with the creation of the great modern 
imiversities and is summed up in the phrase: 
“Science for its own sake.” Here, the hero is the 
speculative spirit whose goal is the creation of a 
System. With the development of technology, the 
break-down of disciplinary boundaries, the rise of 
post-industrial society, and the preeminence of 
capitahsm both narratives lose their credibility, 
especially since it is now capital that is funding the 
production of knowledge in the universities. 
Lyotard predicts that in the future information 
will be the international currency and that any 
knowledge that cannot be translated into informa¬ 
tion will become obsolete. Harking baek to his 
Marxist origins, Lyotard sees in the postmodern 
emergence of litde narratives the possibility of 
evening the playing field for the language games of 
the disenfranchised, and advocates a shift in 
education that universalizes the use of technology 
to maximize the availability of information. 

Bill Readings’s (1960—94) The University in Ruins 
(1996) returns to the issues raised by Lyotard some 
twenty years later. Readings finds that postmodern¬ 
ism has given rise to the posthistorical University', 
the university that has outlived its utility as the 
disseminator of a national eulture that aims to 
produce a liberal, reasoning subject. The world of 
perfect information for everyone that Lyotard 
called for is made impossible by the overwhelming 
amount of data circulated by electronic media. The 
rise of little narratives in the University has given 
way to another sinister grand narrative of legitima¬ 
tion, the pursuit of excellence. Readings does not 
employ the term “grand narrative” in this context, 
and with good reason: the posthistorical University 
of Excellence understands itself as a corporate 
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administrative entity in which the students are 
customers; hence, if students occupy the post of 
addressee, it is in a narrative in which the post of 
the hero is occupied by the efficient administrator 
and that of the sender by a global corporate 
culture. Unlike any other grand narrative, the 
pursuit of excellence implies no central referent 
and ideological goal; excellence is a pre-emptive 
term allowing for the co-existence of conflicting 
ideological knowledges imderstood as products. 

Lyotard often returned to the question of 
narrative knowledge and its legitimating function, 
but his most significant contribution is in formulat¬ 
ing the concept of the differend. In The Dfferend 
(1988), narrative is discussed as the type of phrasing 
in which the heterogeneity of the phrases that 
constitute a differend (a conflict for whose arbitra¬ 
tion there are no adequate juridical means) is least 
noticeable. In this context, postmodernism can be 
defined as the eruption of differends in the 
sociopolitical horizon in the wake of the break¬ 
down of grand narratives. 
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BEATRICE SKORDILI 

grapheme 

In linguistics, the grapheme is the smallest mean¬ 
ingful unit of a written expression. In phonetic 
writing and in the context of traditional semiotics 
as defined by Ferdinand de Saussure (1857- 
1913), the grapheme is opposed and subordinated 


to the phoneme, the smallest unit of sound in a 
specific language. Whereas the phoneme is per¬ 
ceived as a combination of signifier/signified due 
to its property of differentiating one word from 
another, the grapheme is reduced to the status of 
“pure” signifier, the material representative of a 
unit of sound. 

It is because of the reduction of the grapheme to 
a position of supplementaiity and exteriority 
with regard to the phoneme/speech that the 
French-Algerian philosopher Jacques Derrida 
(1930-) places it at the heart of his interrogation 
of Saussurian semiology and the model of com¬ 
munication that this theory of signs promotes. 
According to this model, communication is defined 
as the transmission of a determinable, always 
already present content (for example, a thought, 
a concept, a referent, an intention, and so on) 
from one subject (the addresser) to another (the 
addressee). Thus, as Derrida emphasizes, Saussur¬ 
ian semiology presupposes both the idea of a 
subjectivity which is fuUy present (to itself and to 
others), unified, constituted before the transmission 
process and that of an objectivity (meaning as 
objectivity) which is perceived in terms of a 
portable property (the property of signs as the 
expression of a subject) and which remains 
separable from as well as untainted by the medium 
of communication. In grounding his model of 
communication on presence (the presence of a 
subject in full control of its speech, the presence of 
meaning as the plenitude of the sign) and re¬ 
presentation (the re-presentation of objectivity/ 
thought in signs, the re-production of meaning as 
truth or intention in reception, the re-presencing of 
the self as origin or source in the other), Saussure, 
Derrida argues, remains within the tradition of 
what he calls metaphysics of presence and, 
thus, within the history of logocentrism (a term 
coined by Derrida to describe the Western 
privileging of logos as the self-presentation of 
meaning, truth, law, reason in speech). Hence, as 
Derrida points out, the phonocentric bias of 
Saussure’s model, that is, its dependence on the 
phonic substance. 

Derrida’s focus on the grapheme is not simply a 
counter-move, that is, an effort on his part to 
undermine traditional semiology by inverting the 
hierarchies (phoneme over grapheme, speech over 
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writing, signified over signifier, presence over 
absence, and so on) on which it is based. What 
interests Derrida is not the grapheme as the less 
favoured side of a binary opposition, but as that 
within language in general (and, thus, within 
speech) which epitomizes the structural properties 
of every sign (both written and oral). In “Signature, 
Event, Context,” an essay on J.L. Austin’s (1911— 
60) speech act theory, Derrida demonstrates that 
the ability of grafting itself in an infinite number of 
contexts (an ability particularly graphematic as the 
etymological affinity between graft and graph 
suggests) and of carrying the trace of these 
graftings within it is, in fact, inherent in every 
mark. As Derrida argues, it is precisely what 
renders any mark a sign, that is, capable of 
functioning within a signifying system. Thus, rather 
than accidental and exterior to the “nature” of 
language (embodied in the voice as the material 
ex/pression of an interior full presence), the 
grapheme is, by contrast, what guarantees its hfe 
- paradoxically by introducing the principle of 
death in it; in other words, by contaminating any 
full presence (or the illusions of it) with the 
possibility (indeed, the inevitabihty) of an absence 
(be it the absence of the originating subject, the 
absence of referent, or that of a definitive signified 
as the arche and tebs of language). 

In insisting that the possibility of functioning in 
the absence of any kind of origin, reference or 
destination renders every mark a grapheme in 
general, Derrida challenges the opposition between 
speech and writing and neutrahzes the phonocentr- 
ism of the Saussurian model. What is more, he 
hints at the necessity of a shift from the standard 
notion of writing to an alternative notion centered 
around what he calls gram. Deriving from the 
Greek word gramme (written mark, line, trace), the 
gram reinscribes the grapheme outside its determi¬ 
nation within Saussurian semiology and becomes 
“the name of the sign ‘under erasure,’ ” to quote 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak(in Derrida 1974:1). In 
other words, it becomes the space within which the 
oppositions structuring the Saussurian sign are no 
longer pertinent. Functioning according to the 
economy of the trace, the gram inscribes a 


presence which is no fuller than a remainder (in 
French restance], for the force of the graft/graph to 
which it is subject prevents it from remaining, that is, 
returning indefinitely as the same. It is, however, 
not empty either, for it carries within it its own (and 
other) remains. 

The gram, then, for Derrida, is what re-marks 
the sign as a structure of difference, reconfiguring 
signification as a process/play of differences and 
the traces of these differences. It is therefore 
inextricable from (indeed, it is the very possibihty 
of) what Derrida calls differance and constitutes the 
self-effacing ground of his grammatology, the 
“science” which re/places semiology, shifting the 
focus from logos and logic to the grapheme and its 
economy of gram/matics. 

Derrida’s critique of Saussurian semiology 
reveals the postmodern concern with problematiz- 
ing the transparency of any communicational 
models of language. In addition, his introduction 
of a new understanding (and practice) of writing 
(one embracing areas traditionally alien to it) 
converges with the growing, since the 1970s, 
interest in intermedia and hypertextuality. 

See also: arche-writing 
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Habermas, Jurgen 

b. 1929 

Social theorist and philosopher 

Jurgen Habermas became involved in discussions 
on postmodern theory through Jean-Fran^ois 
Lyotard’s 1979 essay The Postmodern Condition: A 
Report on Knowledge. In his essay, Lyotard mentions 
Habermas briefly. Lyotard is most critical of 
Habermas’s concept of “consensus.” He questions 
its dependence on the validity of the narrative of 
emancipation and more specifically the claims 
Habermas’s theory of consensus makes regarding 
humanity as a collective/universal subject. “Con¬ 
sensus” according to Lyotard is nothing more or 
less than the latest variation of the grand narratives 
and the cultural imperialism (terrorism) that comes 
with them. According to Lyotard, postmodern 
theory should now focus on dissension. 

Habermas was clearly not amused. He conceived 
of himself as a philosopher and social theorist in the 
tradition of Adorno and Horkheimer in the wake of 
the experience of the Third Reich, whose single most 
important goal it was to design a theory of society 
which meant to exclude exacdy those imperialist 
tendencies with which Lyotard associated his work. 
In addition, he was in the process of finishing his 
magnum opus The Theory of Communicative Action, to 
be published in the year after Lyotard’s essay, in 
which he emphasized the non-binding aspect of his 
theory of consensus, its coexistence with concepts of 
dissension, and furthermore developed a theory of 
society far more complex than Lyotard’s brief 
references seemed to suggest. 


Habermas’s first answer to Lyotard’s claims 
came in his 1980 speech “Die Moderne - ein 
unvoUendetes Projekt” (translated into English as 
“Modernity versus Postmodernity”). It is certainly 
in response to Lyotard’s program that Habermas 
stresses the flexibility of his own program. Moder¬ 
nity and Enlightenment {Aiifkldrung) are for 
Habermas closely related. Modernity is according 
to Habermas an imfinished project, not static at aU, 
with ongoing processes in which new connections 
among the in itself autonomous spheres of science, 
morality, and art are negotiated continuously. 
(Lyotard indeed denies the possibihty of bridging 
the gaps between these autonomous spheres, as is 
particularly clear in his later book The Differend: 
Phrases in Dispute.) As consequences of the post¬ 
modern/neoconservative stance Habermas sees a 
dependence on tradition and a self-immunization 
against demands of normative justification and 
validation. New is the political interpretation 
Habermas gives to the theoretical discussion, and 
certainly very much at odds with the self-percep¬ 
tion of postmodern theorists. He identifies post¬ 
modernism as a branch of neoconservativism. 
Postmodernism is conservative because of its anti- 
emancipatory and therefore anti-progressive inten¬ 
tions. It is furthermore a neoconservative phenom¬ 
enon because of its indifference toward the 
normative assumptions of modernity, not because 
of an active embracing of conservative, premodern 
values (that would be just conservative). Haber¬ 
mas’s concerns regarding the pohtical nature of 
postmodernism have much to do with the German 
past. Strong anti-modern tendencies had also been 
part of the ideology of the Third Reich. This 
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ideology had been associated closely with the same 
Nietzsche and Heidegger, who now went 
through a revival in postmodern theory. 

Habermas does not discuss the philosophical 
roots of postmodern theory in detail in “Modernity 
versus Postmodernity.” This is left for his second 
major contribution to the postmodernism debate, 
his book The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity 
(1985). By discussing Derrida, Bataille, and 
Foucaidt in the context of the philosophies of 
Nietzsche, Horkheimer, Adorno, and Heidegger, 
Habermas shows that there is within the philoso¬ 
phical discourse of modernity a continuous critical, 
anti-metaphysical tradition which is very con¬ 
cerned with the same topics as postmodern theory 
today. From the beginning, a pessimistic counter¬ 
discourse is inherent to a more optimistic version of 
the philosophical discourse of modernity. In its 
claim to avoid the metaphysical claims of moder¬ 
nity however, this counter-discourse is according to 
Habermas unsuccessful. In its attempt to avoid the 
metaphysical claims it criticizes, it is, usually 
unknowingly, forced to make other metaphysical 
claims which implicitly contradict the own en¬ 
terprise. Habermas calls this “performative contra¬ 
diction.” He himself claims to avoid the 
contradictions inherent to modernity by shifting 
his interests from a subject-centered theory of 
reason to a theory of communicative reason which 
would enable him to establish a non-foundation- 
alist universalism. 

The challenge with which Habermas’s thinking 
confronted postmodern theorists is a practical one, 
and can be summarized as follows: is it possible 
within postmodern theory to develop a vision of a 
functional society without the implicit or explicit 
use of some notion of collective/ imiversal inter¬ 
est? This and Habermas’s provocative statements 
regarding the neoconservative nature of postmo¬ 
dern theory is no doubt responsible for the 
increased focus of postmodern theorists on the 
societal and political consequences of their the¬ 
ories, particularly visible in a growing number of 
publications in the USA since the mid-1980s using 
variations of the words “political” and “postmo¬ 
dern” in their titles. In Germany, the debate about 
postmodernism led initially to a rethinking of the 
concept of modernity, stressing especially its self- 
critical side. Parallel to Habermas (especially to his 


Philosophical Discourse of Modernity) theorists like 
Wolfgang Welsch, Manfred Frank and Peter 
Burger developed a notion of modernity integrat¬ 
ing aspects of postmodern criticism. Wolfgang 
Welsch speaks in this context of “unsere post- 
moderne Moderne” (“our postmodern moder¬ 
nity”). Nevertheless, postmodern theory has left 
other traces, also in Germany. Habermas’s current 
interest in issues of diversity and multiculturalism 
are undoubtedly informed by the arguments of his 
postmodern critics. Furthermore, while postmo¬ 
dern philosophy will most likely always remain 
somewhat suspicious in Germany, postmodern 
literature seems to attract an increasing interest. 
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Haraway, Donna J. 

b. 6 September 1944, Denver, Colorado, 
USA 

Philosopher of science and feminist theory 

Donna Haraway explores the production of knowl¬ 
edge at the junction of science and cultural politics. 
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technology, and critical theory'. She attends to the 
logics of domination created by Western European 
patriarchal and scientific discourses, and seeks 
feminist interventions which can deconstruct or 
twist such logic and turn it against itself. Haraway’s 
work is profoimdly interdisciplinary and is im¬ 
portant to the fields of women’s studies, 
gender studies, critical theory, technology and 
communication studies. 

In her 1989 book Primate Visions, Haraway 
explores the political and fheorectical implications 
of the study of apes by the United States in the 
twentieth century'. She demonstrates how the 
scientific study of primates derives from and gives 
rise to racial, gendered, and colonial and post¬ 
colonial interests. Apes sit on the (mosdy techno¬ 
logically constructed) boundary between nature 
and (human) culture, so the definition of what apes 
mean has implications for social engineering, 
reproduction, and the construction of human 
identities. Haraway consistently blurs or trans¬ 
gresses boundaries such as nature/culture, human/ 
animal, but she does not thereby erase them. She 
presses feminist scientists to take up sociobiological 
questions and participate in the production of such 
knowledge in a revolutionary way. 

In “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, 
and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth 
Centuiy,” Haraway spells out her agenda more 
explictly in what she calls “an ironic political myth 
faithful to feminism, socialism, materialism” (Har¬ 
away 1991: 149). A cyborg is an amalgamation of 
animal and machine, where the boundaries 
between human and animal, and between organ¬ 
ism and machine have broken down or been 
breached. A cyborg is not innocent, and does not 
long for the purity of its lost origins, but it can be 
turned against the power structures which have 
produced it, because cyborgs are monsters which 
lie at the limits of community but signify or 
demonstrate their iconoclastic expressions. Har¬ 
away declares: “Cyborg writing is about the power 
to survive, not on the basis of original innocence, 
but on the basis of seizing the tools to mark the 
world that marked them as other” (Haraway 1991: 
175). 

See also: cyberculture; feminism and 
postmodernism 
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CLAYTON CROCKETT 

Hartman, Geoffrey 

b. 11 August 1929, Frankfurt am Main, 
Germany 

Literary critic and critical theorist 

Hartman’s range and erudition preclude any easy 
classification of his work, which is perhaps appro¬ 
priate for this advocate of an open-ended criticism. 
From the very beginning of his career, Hartman’s 
work has explored the role of the critic as a 
mediator. He was instrumental in introducing 
Continental critical theory to a 1950s America stiU 
very much in the thrall of the New Criticism. 
Hartman is best known for his association with the 
highly theoretical Yale School of criticism, com¬ 
posed of Hartman himself and his Yale colleagues 
Harold Bloom, Paul de Man and J. HiUis Miller. 
These four joined with Jacques Derrida to 
publish Deconstruction and Criticism (1979), which 
has proven to be one of the most influential works 
of critical theory Tklfhough Hartman’s work shows 
some affinities to Derridean philosophy and some 
of his critical practice might be called decon¬ 
struction, Hartman nevertheless resists being 
labeled a deconstructionist. like Harold Bloom, 
he has diverged from the position of the Yale 
School and has even occasionally criticized their 
practice. 

Early in his career, Hartman, who trained under 
Rene WeUek at Yale as a comparatist, published 
work on Wordsworth, Valery, Rilke, Hopkins, 
Blake, and Malraux. This early work, especially 
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Wordsworth’s Poetry, 1787-1813, rehabilitated the 
Romantic poets, whose reputations had suffered 
under the New Critics, and situated Hartman as a 
leading critic of Romanticism. His work on 
Wordsworth also laid the foundation for his more 
famous later work, which explores the larger issues 
of critical theory without abandoning the close 
reading of literary texts. More specifically, Hart¬ 
man analyzes Wordsworth’s “unmediated vision,” 
and, by extension, the role of mediation in 
hterature. 

Hartman’s early concern with mediation is 
contiguous with his later theoretical writings. As 
he wrote in the centennial issue of PMLA in 1984, 
“understanding is a mediated activity and... style 
is an index of how the writer deals with the 
consciousness of mediation” (1984: 371). Hence, 
the poet’s role as an intermediary of experience 
finds an analog in the critic’s role as a mediator of 
literary texts. This formulation of the critical role 
confers broad interpretative powers upon the 
critic. Hartman expands his scope as a corrective 
to what he deems the narrow and shrinking 
critical focus of formalism, which during the 
middle years of the century held sway in England 
and America. 

Hartman’s best-known and most controversial 
theoretical position is his insistence that literary 
criticism does (and sometimes should) “cross the 
line and become as demanding as literature” 
(1980: 201). His 1976 essay “Crossing Over: 
Literary Commentary as Literature” (reprinted in 
Criticism in the Wilderness) defends Derrida’s excep¬ 
tional Glas (1974) as a text which succeeds both as 
commentary and as literature. Following the 
example of Georg Lukacs, Hartman rejects 
Matthew Arnold’s and T.S. Eliot’s position that 
literary commentary, because it is about literature, 
must be subordinate to it. Finding this position too 
hierarchical and limiting, Hartman offers an 
alternative, symbiotic relationship between criti¬ 
cism and creation: “what Wordsworth, describing 
the interaction of nature and mind, called ‘mutual 
domination’ or ‘interchangeable supremacy’ (1980: 
259). This fluid conception of critical discourse 
resists premature closure of the text and promotes 
dialectical thinking. 

Hartman’s observation that “literary commen¬ 
tary. .. is an unpredictable or unstable genre that 


cannot be subordinated, a priori, to its referential 
or commenting function” (1980: 201) thus may be 
seen in parallel to Derrida’s critique of structur¬ 
alism: just as Derrida examined the structurality 
of structure, Hartman explores the critical theory 
of criticism. His goal, as he states in Criticism in the 
Wilderness, is “to view criticism... as within litera¬ 
ture, not outside of it looking in” (1980: 1); to 
paraphrase Derrida, there is no text outside of the 
texts. 

Such blending of critical and creative voices has 
incited protest, especially from conservative com¬ 
mentators. Part of this antipathy, Hartman argues, 
comes from deep-seated Anglo-American suspi¬ 
cions of any theory which threatens to disrupt the 
norms of polite civilization, represented in criti¬ 
cism by Arnold and his common sense tradition. 
Other critics have indicated that Hartman’s 
conflation of literary and critical text actually 
imdermines critical authority: if all texts contain 
contradictions and equivocations, as Hartman 
argues, then so do critical texts such as Hartman’s. 
The tendency to ignore Hartman’s significant 
differences with his Yale School colleagues, too, 
has led some detractors to paint him as an 
obscurantist mandarin or an anti-humanist decon¬ 
structionist, a charge more often leveled against 
Paul de Man. Hartman’s 1988 The New Republic 
article defending de Man’s wartime coUaboration- 
ism intensified this censure. 

Hartman’s later work has been much more 
accessible to the general public, perhaps in reaction 
to charges that his work was dehberately difficult. 
Starting with Easy Pieces (1985), Hartman sought to 
bring his critical vision to bear on less arcane texts 
such as Alfred Hitchcock’s North ly Northwest. His 
work since 1985 has remained politically engaged - 
Minor Prophecies (1991) specrJates on the future of 
the literary essay after the culture wars — and has 
increasingly explored issues in Jewish culture and 
history. 
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JUSTIN PITTAS-GIROUX 

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 

b. 27 August 1770, Stuttgart, Germany; 
d. 14 November 1831, Berlin, Ger¬ 
many 

Philosopher, theorist of the absolute 
idealism 

Hegel’s philosophy continues the post-Kantian 
German Idealism along with Fichte (1762—1814) 
and ScheUing (1775-1854). Like his predecessors, 
Hegel interprets Kantian philosophy, and more 
particularly the “critique of pure reason” in which 
Kant produces a fundamental distinction between 
the “thing in itself” (unknowable to human 
understanding) and the “phenomenon” (given to 
knowledge). Hegel refuses this limitation. He 
critiques the Kantian interdiction about a meta¬ 
physical knowledge and looks for the conditions of 
possibilities of a complete and “absolute” knowl¬ 
edge. It is the reason for which the Hegelian 
philosophy was considered as an integral nation¬ 
alism. Indeed, for Hegel nothing is unknowable for 
the reason which structures reality; the reason is 
the profound reality of things. He tried to express 
this in his “philosophy of right” by the proposition, 
“what is real is rational and what is rational is 
real.” Thus, it is proper to discover within the 
multiplicity of things, and in their transformation, 
the rational principles which drive them that are 
their foundation. 

Thus Hegel considers that an “absolute knowl¬ 
edge” is possible, but he refuses the possibility of 
direcdy or immediately knowing this absolute. It is 
by slow progression, along different epochs, that 
this knowledge appears. Hegel analyzes this move¬ 


ment at the level of human history and its different 
manifestations, aesthetic, religious, philosophical 
and social. The aim of “the phenomenology of 
mind” is to recount both the emergence of the 
conscious and the historic movement of the 
Absolute’s manifestation. Therefore there is a 
history of knowledge through some periods which 
mark different stages of the truth toward “absolute 
knowledge,” until an “end of history” is reached. 

Thus Hegel puts the notion of movement, the 
process of transformation of things which go 
toward an organic unity, at the center of his 
philosophy. This process is dialectic. It means that 
the source of the movement is the contradiction, 
the passage from an affirmation to its negation 
producing a tension. This tension is overcome 
[Aujheben) by a third term, the negation of negation, 
foundation that maintains the truth of the elements 
in contradiction. It is the source of a new 
movement. 

Hegel’s principal works include The Phenomenol¬ 
ogy of Mind (1807), The Science of Lo^c (1812-16), 
Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences (1817), The 
Philosophy of Right (1821), The Philosophy of Fine Art 
(1835—8) and The Philosophy of History (1837). 
Hegelian philosophy found a new orientation 
which is fundamental for the contemporary inter¬ 
pretation of Hegel following the lectures of Kojeve 
(1902-68) in 1933 at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes 
Etudes, attended by amongst others, Lacan, 
BataiUe, Klossowski, and Merleau-Ponty. 

Using the Heideggerian philosophy Kojeve 
recounts the movement of “the phenomenology 
of the spirit” from the notions of desire, acknowl¬ 
edgement, death and the relation of Time and 
Concept. In Germany, following the Marxist 
interpretation of Hegel, some thinkers of the 
Frankfurt school, such as Theodor Adorno, Max 
Horkheimer, and later, Jurgen Habermas used 
some important parts of the Hegehan philosophy. 

Further reading 

Derrida, Jacques (1984) Margins of Philosophy, trans. 

Alan Bass, Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
-(1990) Glas, Lincoln: University of Nebraska 

Press. 

Heidegger, Martin (1988) Hegel’s Phenomenology of 



Heidegger, Martin 173 


Spirit, Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 
Press. 

Hyppolite, Jean (1997) Logic and Existence, Albany, 
NY: State University of New York Press. 

Kojeve, Alexandre (1980) Introduction to the Reading of 
Hegel, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 
LarueUe, Francois (1986) Les philosophies de la 
difference, Paris: Presses Universitaires de France. 

DIDIER DEBAISE 

Heidegger, Martin 

b. 26 September 1889, Messkirch, Ger¬ 
many; d. 26 May 1976, Freiburg, 
Germany 

Phenomenological philosopher 

Heidegger is one of the most important and 
controversial philosophers in the twentieth century. 
He was a student of Edmund Husserl, who helped 
him to establish his career in the University of 
Freiburg. Heidegger published his famous book 
Being and Time in 1927. After Being and Tim, 
Heidegger effected what has been termed his kehre: 
“a turning” in his philosophy away from the 
existential analytic of Being and Time to a pre¬ 
occupation with language. In 1933, he was elected 
rector of Freiburg University, an election that was 
staged by the National Socialist (Nazi) authorities. 
Days after his election, Heidegger became a 
member of the National Socialist Party and 
continued to pay his party dues till 1945. 
Heidegger’s “Rectorship Address” on 27 May 
1933 stressed the links between his philosophieal 
project in Being and Time and National Socialism. In 
April 1934, Heidegger resigned his rectorship at 
the University of Freiburg. Following the end of the 
war, Heidegger was suspended from his position as 
professor because of his Nazi alliance, but was 
reinstated in 1950; in 1951, he was given emeritus 
status and the full pension he desperately wanted. 

Despite the fact that Heidegger’s Nazi involve¬ 
ment was widely known, the controversy about the 
relationship between his philosophy and National 
Socialism did not erupt until 1987 with the French 
publication of Victor Farias’s Heidegger and Nazism 
(1989), which split the intellectual world into two 


camps. One camp, spearheaded by Farias, argued 
that Heidegger’s philosophy is deeply implicated in 
Nazi ideology and underlined Heidegger’s deliber¬ 
ate silence on Nazi anti-Semitism and atrocities. 
The other camp argued that the relationship 
between Heidegger’s politics and philosophy is 
much more complex than Farias’s and similar 
arguments implied, and that the philosophy and its 
influence far exceeded the imphcations of the 
politics. 

Being and Time deals with fundamental ontolog); 
that is, with the question of “What is Being?” 
Heidegger’s approach is phenomenological: he 
studies Being as it appears in the world, or in 
Heidegger’s terms as it discloses itself (disclosure is 
a literal translation of the Greek a-ktheia (un¬ 
forgetting) which means truth). Heidegger posits a 
crucial distinction between the ontic and the 
ontological. Ontic is the type of inquiry engaged 
in by the natural sciences; it describes objects and 
beings in terms of properties and quantitative 
measurements. Ontological, on the other hand, is 
the type of inquiry proper to philosophy, in which 
objects and beings are thought in their specificity. 
Hence, it is through the question of Being that 
Being discloses itself ontologicaUy as Dasein, 
being-there, a being thrown in the world. Time 
forms the ontological horizon of Dasein', since 
humans perceive themselves in time and destined 
to die, time is the reason the question of Being is 
raised. According to Heidegger, Being may disclose 
or conceal itself to Dasein in everydayness; Being 
conceals itself when we get busy in our hves trying 
to forget the fact that we are mortal. On the other 
hand. Being discloses itself in Care {Sorge), the way 
we concern (engage) ourselves with the world, 
objects, and other people. Being and Time is an 
incomplete work. Heidegger projected for the 
remaining part the “phenomenological destruc¬ 
tion” of the history of philosophy, in other words 
the task of taking apart the whole framework of 
Western metaphysics. 

Much of the difficulty in understanding Hei¬ 
degger’s philosophy is caused by his attention to 
language; Heidegger invariably resorts to Greek or 
German etymology to carefully circumscribe the 
meaning of his terms. After Being and Time, 
Heidegger devotes his attention almost entirely to 
language because as he states in “Letter on 
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Humanism”: “in thinking Being comes to lan¬ 
guage. Language is the house of Being” (1977: 
193). Many of Heidegger’s later works, especially 
the essays collected in Poetry, Language, Thought 
(1971), approach issues such as the work of art, 
dwelling, and objects in a poetic manner. One of 
the central issues in Heidegger’s later work is 
technology, which he juxtaposes to art, both being 
creative acts. Heidegger rejects technology because 
it privileges ontic over ontological inquiry. 

Heidegger’s significance for postmodernism is 
tremendous, to a large extent the preoccupation 
with language and the attention to etymology 
apparent in most poststructuralist work are the 
result of a direct Heideggerian influence. Heideg¬ 
ger’s “phenomenological destruction” of Western 
philosophy has become one of the central concerns 
of postmodern theory; this is especially the case with 
Jacques Derrida’s deconstructioa, the goal of 
which is the dismantling of western metaphysics. 
Other thinkers who have been influenced by 
Heidegger are Jean-Paul Sartre, Herbert Marcuse, 
Hannah Arendt, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, Jean- 
Luc Nancy, Emmanuel Levinas, and to a lesser 
extent Jean-Frangois Lyotard, Jacques Lacan, 
and Maurice Blanchot. Heidegger’s significance 
for postmodern thought is inextricably linked to the 
problem that his Nazi affiliations have raised for 
many of these thinkers, in other words, the 
relationship of philosophy and politics. The Hei¬ 
degger Affair, as well as the analogous Paul de 
Man controversy, underline the uncomfortable 
relationship of postmodern theory with its geneal¬ 
ogy of ideas and with history. 

See also: metaphysics of presence; post¬ 
structuralism 

References 

Heidegger, Martin (1977) Basic Writings, ed. David 
Farrell KreU, San Fransisco: Harper. 

Further reading 

Farias, Victor (1989) Heidegger and Nazism, trans. 
Paul Burrell, Philadelphia: Temple University 
Press. 

Heidegger, Martin (1962) Being and Time, trans. 


John Marquarrie and Edward Robinson, San 
Fransisco: Harper. 

- (1971) Poetry, Language, Thought, trans. Tklber 

Hofstadter, New York: Harper & Row. 

Lyotard, Jean-Frangois (1995) Heidegger and “The 
Jews”, trans. Mark Roberts, Minneapolis, MN: 
University of Minnesota Press. 

Rapaport, Herman (1989) Heidegger & Derrida: 
Reflections on Time and Language, Lincoln: Uni¬ 
versity of Nebraska Press. 

SaUis, John (ed.) (1993) Reading Heidegger: Commem¬ 
orations, Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 
Press. 

BEATRICE SKORDILI 

hermeneutics 

Hermeneutics can be defined as the art of under¬ 
standing the discourse of the text. Early in the 
nineteenth century, Freidrich D.E. Schleiermacher 
(1768-1834) defined it as a general and indepen¬ 
dent method of interpretation that which sought to 
unify and systematize a series of specialized 
procedures (for example, classical philology, theo¬ 
logical and forensic exegesis, and philosophy). 
Since that time, the methodolog)' has undergone 
a long reception-history leading up to postmodern¬ 
ism, particularly through the writings of German 
philosophers such as Dilthey, Heidegger, Gada- 
mer, and Habermas, and French philosophers 
such as Paul Ricceur, Jacques Derrida, andjean- 
Luc Nancy. 

Schleiermacher’s original outline for a more 
systematic method of interpretation comprised 
several handwritten manuscripts, notes, and lec¬ 
tures that spanned from 1805 to 1833, in which he 
first proposed the project of a general hermeneutic 
method. According to Schleiermacher, in the act of 
interpretation the reader shuttles back and forth 
between the two principal perspectives of language, 
which he named the “psychological” and the 
“technical” (or “grammatical”), in determining the 
meaning of a given work or passage, and only 
arrives at a solution by a process that closely 
resembles “guessing” {raten). This has often been 
described as the “divinatory procedure” of herme¬ 
neutics, which is why Schleiermacher defined the 
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hermeneutic method not as a science {Wissenschqft), 
but rather as an art (Kunsi). Hermeneutics is an art 
because one must guess at certain points “which 
side must give way to the other,” and this act of 
guessing only arrives by a “feeling of completion” 
which bears a close analogy to the experience of 
pleasure in aesthetic experience, or of perfection in 
moral experience (Schleiermacher 1998). 

In 1900, Dilthey applied Schleiermacher’s 
description of a “general hermeneutics” to his 
“Philosophy of Life” [Lebemphilosophie), expanding 
the “psychological” perspective of language with 
an epic understanding of the artist as the highest 
and most “spiritual” (geistig) form of individuality 
(for example, Goethe and Shakespeare). However, 
Dilthey’s emphasis upon the psychological and 
creative dimensions of language and discourse was 
later viewed by Heidegger and Gadamer to 
suppress the “grammatical,” or even the structural 
side of Schleiermacher’s original oudine of a 
general hermeneutic method. Influenced by the 
“anti-psychologicism” of Husserl’s phenomenology, 
the definition of hermeneutics developed by Ger¬ 
man philosopher Martin Heidegger tended to 
subordinate any emphasis on the individual in 
favor of general and ontolological structures of 
intentionality. In the early 1950s, Gadamer wrote 
extensively on the subject of hermeneutics and in 
opposition to Dilthey's interpretation which had 
dominated theories of exegesis in the human 
sciences and theology. Gadamer provided a 
foundation for constructing a more general theory 
of interpretation in which traditional notions of the 
“text” and the “author” were determined as 
instances of deeper epochal arrangements that 
must be separated from the secondary considera¬ 
tions of individual “peculiarities”; that is, subjective 
or psychological determinations of an “author as 
individual,” traditional historiography, and classi¬ 
cal genre theory. Applying the philosophies of 
Heidegger and Gadamer to the study of narrative, 
French philosopher Paul Ricoeur later underlined 
the notion of the “effective historical conscious¬ 
ness” of the hermeneutic object of interpretation, 
stating that “understanding has nothing to do with 
an immediate grasping of psychic life or with an 
emotional identification with a mental intention, but 
is entirely mediated by the whole of the explanatory 


procedures that precede and accompany it” 
(RiccEur 1991). 

In the United States, the debates between the 
“psychological” (or author-centered) and the 
“grammatical” (or structural) sides of the herme¬ 
neutic method continued in earnest through the 
mid-1980s. In 1969, Richard Palmer published 
Hermeneutics: Interpretation Theory in Schleiermacher, 
Dilthey, Heidegger, and Gadamer, which proposed a 
post-Heideggerian critique of the naive objectivity 
at the basis of the Anglo-American method of New 
Criticism which was then the dominant school of 
interpretation in schools and universities, and 
instead posited the inextricable relationship be¬ 
tween “Meaning” [Sinri) and “Significance” {Be- 
deutung) that shapes the reader’s historical 
encormter with a literary work, a view that was 
taken up and expanded by reader-response the¬ 
ories of interpretation. According to Palmer, 
subject and object were co-implicated in the act 
of interpretation. As a “work,” and not simply as 
an “object” (of perception, knowledge, or experi¬ 
ence in the narrowest sense), the hterary text entails 
an original historical dimension (or horizon) that 
includes the reader’s own subjectivity and this has a 
fundamental place in determining the possibility 
and the hmits of critical objectivity. Two years 
earlier, E.D. Hirsch published his seminal work 
Validity in Interpretation (1967) which also took up this 
debate in a manner that would impact hermeneu¬ 
tic discussions for the next decade by positing a 
strict separation between “Meaning” {Sinri), which 
Hirsch understood by the author’s intention, and 
its “Significance” (Bedeutun£) which included the 
forms of interest, association, and historical con¬ 
texts in which the reading and interpretation of the 
work is located. According to Hirsch, the signifi¬ 
cance of a work was necessarily unlimited, but its 
meaning was univocal; however, the proper object 
of a hermeneutic method was the latter. 

During the 1970s, following the collapse of the 
dominant categories of interpretation (Formalist or 
New Criticism, Marxist, Psychoanalytic), there 
were a variety of “hermeneutical theories” after 
the meaning of the term was broadened by 
phenomenological interpretation and by theories 
of general textuality and metanarrative. However, 
the historical field of hermeneutics received new 
life again in the early 1980s when Fredric 
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Jameson employed it in his The Political Unconscious 
(1981), in a debate with the French poststructuralist 
and Nietzschean inspired theories of “anti-inter¬ 
pretation” associated with the work of Baudril- 
lard, Deleuze and Guattari, Derrida, 
Kristeva, and Lyotard. By engaging with the 
powerful objections against traditional models of 
interpretation raised by poststructuralists and post- 
Marxists, Jameson sought to construct an “im¬ 
manent” or “anti-transcendent” hermeneutic 
model, which was properly “Marxist” in that its 
referent was the causality of history which “is not a 
text, not a narrative, master or otherwise,” but is 
nevertheless inaccessible except in textual form 
Jameson 1981). 

References 

Jameson, Fredric (1981) The Political Unconscious: 
Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act, Ithaca, NY; 
Cornell University Press. 

Palmer, Richard E. (1969) Hermeneutics: Interpretaton 
Theory in Sckleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger, and 
Gadamer, Evanston, IL; Northwestern University 
Press. 

Ricoeur, Paul (1991) From Text to Action: Essays in 
Hermeneutics, Evanston, IL: Northwestern Uni¬ 
versity Press. 

Further reading 

Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1975) Truth and Method, ed. 
and trans. Garret Barden and John Gumming, 
New York Continuum. 

Schleiermacher, Freidrich D.E. (1998) Hermeneutics 
and Criticism, ed. Andrew Bowie, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

GREGG LAMBERT 

heteroglossia 

Heteroglossia is a concept denoting the stratifica¬ 
tion of the different “languages” practiced by the 
speakers of a single (official or national) language, 
and the dynamic produced by their intersection 
and interaction. Coined in the early part of the 
twentieth century by Russian philosopher and 


literary critic Mikhail MUdiailovitch Bakhtin 
(1895-1975), the term heteroglossia receives its 
most complete elaboration in Bakhtin’s long essay 
“Discourse in the Novel” (1975, English translation 
1981). The English word heteroglossia means 
“differentiated speech” (from the Russian raznorecie 
which translates literally as “multispeechedness”). 
In Bakhtin’s lexicon, heteroglossia is a term 
denoting both an attribute of a specific language 
at a particular historical moment (when social and 
class stratification register themselves through a 
linguistic fragmentation) and a distinguishing trait 
of language in general (language is heteroglossic 
insofar as it reaches its speakers as always already 
marked by social resonances and significations). 

The concept of heteroglossia is linked to 
Bakhtin’s understanding of language as being 
governed by two opposing forces, the centripetal 
(toward the single “center” implied in the notion of 
an “official” or “national” language), and the 
centrifugal (away from that “center” in the 
direction of the regional dialect, as well as the 
“languages” used by different classes, generations, 
and professions that comprise a community of 
speakers). Bakhtin’s work tends to stress the 
centrifugal, with the concept of heteroglossia being 
part of a wider intervention in a debate about the 
nature of language itself Rather than under¬ 
standing the utterance as an instantiation of a 
generalized linguistic practice (that is, as part of a 
code, as in Saussure’s langue), the concept of 
heteroglossia allows for the conceptualization of 
the individual utterance as ideologically oriented, 
distinguished by formal features that mark that 
orientation with a high degree of surface particu¬ 
larity. 

The concept of heteroglossia is only part of an 
answer to the methodological question of how to 
understand and account for the presence of 
different (and often competing) “languages” within 
a single cultural artifact. According to Bakhtin, the 
genre that presents the critic with this difficulty 
most directly is the novel, a literary form that, he 
argues, takes shape historically in response to 
linguistic fragmentation. When contained within 
a novelistic representation, social languages are 
neither subordinated to a unifying authorial 
discourse nor do they exclude each other; instead, 
the novel works to display the intersection of these 
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languages with each other, as a way of foreground¬ 
ing the co-existence of socio-ideological contra¬ 
dictions between different historical moments, class 
identities, and ideological orientations. 

Postmodern appropriations of Bakhtin’s work 
are too diverse to summarize briefly. In its 
implication that language carries within itself 
ideological orientations accreted from previous 
usage, but also that it can be modified in and by 
any new speech act, the concept of heteroglossia 
enables queer, feminist and post-colonial theories 
to interrogate dynamics of power without replicat¬ 
ing them, and to elaborate the problems as well as 
the possibilities for subjects attempting to assert 
themselves ideologically and politically. 
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STEVEN HAYWARD 

heterology 

Traditionally, heterology designates that branch of 
philosophy concerned with the other as that which 
thought relies on without being able to compre¬ 
hend. But far from referring to a stable branch of 
philosophical inquiry, as does ontology for instance, 
it in fact refers to a long-standing debate concern¬ 
ing the relation between Same and Other. It is 
expressed via two different types of problems: on 
the one hand, there is the fear that the Other, if it is 
already constituted, wfll “crush” the Same; on the 
other hand, the fear is that the Same, if it is 
constitutive, as is the case in phenomenology, will 
absorb the Other. In the latter case, the Other owes 
its existence entirely to the Same, and is therefore 
permanently subordinate to it. While in the former, 
the Other is infinite and radically contiguous, 
Godly. 

As Levinas shows, in Time and the Other (1987), 
the theological Other reduees the subject to a state 
of passivity. Our relationship with this Other is 
always, he suggests, a relationship with Mystery. 


Mystery, of which death is the supreme example, is 
that which incapacitates us, that which deprives us 
of the ability to act by overwhelming our senses. 
Contrary to Heidegger who, in Being and Time 
(1962), asserts that death empowers Dasein with its 
fullest potentiality-for-Being, Levinas argues that 
death, by bringing the subject to the limit of the 
possible, leaves him or her no longer able to be 
able. 

For Lyotard, however, this “passivity” constitu¬ 
tes the very value and advantage of Levinas’s 
thought about alterity. In many respects, the 
central problem of one of his key books. The 
Dijferend (1988), namely the impossibility of finding 
an adequate phrase to articulate wrongs, and, 
concomitandy, the impossibility of determining 
criteria for justice is a Levinasian one. It reiterates 
Levinas’s primary problem: How can one avoid 
being crushed by the Other? Unlike Levinas 
however, whose model is the conversation, Lyo¬ 
tard’s is the tribimal, which allows him to depict 
the political as an agonistics between Self and 
Other. 

Derrida, in contrast to Lyotard, refuses the 
traditional heterological definition of the absolutely 
other. According to Derrida, in Writing and Difference 
(1978), by radicahzmg the infinite exteriority of the 
other Levinas assumes an identical aim to the one 
which has secretly animated all versions of 
empiricism in the history' of philosophy. So, for 
Derrida “heterology” is a pejorative standing for a 
philosophy that in consequence of an assiduous 
adherence to an absolutely bi-nomial structure of 
thought is in fact a non-philosophy. 

This is precisely the sense in which de Certeau 
takes up the term in The Practice of Everyday Life 
(1984). As de Gerteau reveals in the work of Freud 
(as well as in that of Foucault, Bourdieu and 
Durkheim), the supposition of an absolute other is 
an intellectual ruse by which means the rigour of 
philosophy is evaded. It is a means of generalizing 
a particular form of knowledge and of guarantee¬ 
ing its validity by the whole of history. 
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IAN BUCHANAN 

historicism 

The idea that our knowledge of things (cultures, 
texts, objects, events) is wholly or in part deter¬ 
mined by their historicity (their position and 
function in the original historical context in which 
they were produced and in the later developments 
they went through), is the basic tenet of the 
philosophy of historicism, or Historismus, as it was 
originally called. While the idea on which histori¬ 
cism is based can be foimd from antiquity onwards 
(in Aristode, Herodotus, Thucydides and others), 
the philosophy itself is mainly a nineteenth-century 
phenomenon, originating in Germany. In reaction 
against a number of seventeenth and eighteenth- 
century “enlightened” thinkers who were con- 
\'inced that our knowledge of things was a function 
of the eternal, rational laws inherent in reality 
(Descartes, Hobbes, Kant), several practitioners 
and theorists of nineteenth-century historiography 
started to break down the ideas of a universal truth 
and an unchanging nature and replaced these with 
a belief in the contingency of things. Famous 
historicists like Jakob Burckhardt {The Civilization of 
the Renaissance), Wilhelm von Humboldt (“On the 
Historian’s Task”) and Friedrich Nietzsche {On the 
Uses and Dsadvantages of History for Life) followed the 
equally famous dictum of Leopold von Ranke, 
according to whom historians ought to show things 
“as they were” {wie es geweseri), not sub specie 
aeternitatis, in the light of whatever universal systems 
earlier historians had attempted to force them. 

Despite the relative clarity of its definition, there 
are at least two basic problems surroxmding the 


notion of historicism. The first one is the fact that 
the philosophy against which Ranke and other 
representatives of German Historismus were react¬ 
ing has in English also become known as “histori¬ 
cism.” Karl Popper’s The Poverty of Historicism, to 
give the best-known example, is a critique of 
precisely those speculative historians against whom 
Ranke and Humboldt protested. Like them. 
Popper argues that historians who consider history 
in terms of a number of rationally explainable, 
evolutionary laws of either progress or descent (like 
Hegel, Toynbee and Spengler), are not actually 
doing history at all. They do not show history as it 
was, but as they feel it ought to be. 

The second problem surrounding the notion - 
one which is of greater interest to an analysis of our 
postmodern condition - is the fact that Ranke’s 
historicist ideal presupposes a belief in the ability to 
gain objective and factual knowledge of a historical 
reality which we no longer hold. Twentieth-century 
historiographers like Michel Foucault and Hay¬ 
den White have convincingly argued that history 
never comes to us “as it was,” but in the form of 
texts and other documentary' objects, which give us 
a mediated version of historical reality. Texts do not 
offer a transparent window on the reality which 
they represent; they have to be interpreted in terms 
of the rhetorical constructions which they are. 
Moreover, as Hans-Georg Gadamer argues in his 
Wahrheit und Methode (1960), historicists will have to 
take into account the fact that as researchers they 
are situated historically as well. According to 
Gadamer, historians take a view on their histori¬ 
cally determined objects of investigation from 
within a perspective that is itself historically 
determined. They see what the “prejudices” of 
their time (Gadamer’s Vorurteile) allow them to see. 

Despite the critical reflections which they 
contain, the works of Gadamer, Foucault and 
White have not resulted in a breakdown of the 
historicist ideal. To the contrary, they seem to have 
inspired a large number of literary and cultural 
critics to practice history in innovative ways. 
Outlining novel forms of cultural history, repre¬ 
sentatives from such diverse fields and methods of 
cultural studies, new historicism, cultural materi¬ 
alism and postmodern historiography draw heavily 
on their works. One of the points of criticism with 
which both older and newer versions of historicist 
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practice have had to deal is that their approach is 
fundamentally relativist and ultimately threatens to 
lead to what Friedrich Meinecke termed an 
“anarchy of values.” The reproach of relativism, 
however, is one which historicists have no difficulty 
in bearing: it is the logical outcome of the 
philosophy which they embrace. 
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JURGEN PIETERS 

history 

Historians have been concerned with describing, 
explaining, and analyzing events thought to be 
significant by creating a coherent narrative made 
up of true statements about what transpired in the 
past. According to Aristotle, the historian “de¬ 
scribe [s] the thing that has been, [the poet] a kind 
of thing that might be” {Poetics 1451b), a pattern 
that would continue to influence depictions of the 
past. A dominant version of this approach assumes 
that a historical account is true if what is said about 
events matches what has actually occurred. 
Although the historian may be mistaken about a 
given event that is alleged to have happened, it is 
the criterion of truth as the correspondence between 
language and the referent it is said to represent that 
is viewed as crucial in determining the credibility of 
a historical claim. 

The position that language matches facts and 


that the observer’s standpoint is neutral, objective, 
and not itself historically conditioned did not go 
imchallenged. Giambattista Vico (1688-1744) de¬ 
nied the constancy of human nature and claimed 
that contemporary historical circumstances could 
not serve as a guide to understanding the past. 
Because cultures evolve, the myths and languages 
of early times must be taken into account in 
explaining the past. Johann Gottfried Herder 
(1704—1803) argued that history is not governed 
by unchanging laws and that historical under¬ 
standing demands an account of societies, cultures, 
nations, and historical epochs in their diversity. 
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) 
interpreted the movement of historical events as 
manifesting the evolution of the World Spirit, the 
proper subject of history. In accordance with the 
rational law of Spirit’s development, Hegel saw 
“the cunning of reason” as directed towards the 
growth of human freedom. For Hegel, freedom is 
not an expression of individual will but is 
actualized through concrete national spirits as 
embodied in nation-states. 

Although separated by time and conceptual 
framework, Vico, Herder, and Hegel refused to see 
historical comprehension as dependent on a tidy 
matching of word and object because such 
matching mistakenly imposes a conception of 
knowledge intrinsic to early modern science upon 
historical understanding. Yet aU three insisted that 
coherent patterns in history exist that lend 
themselves to rational interpretation. Their ac¬ 
counts must be distinguished from the influential 
position of Leopold von Ranke (1795-1886), who 
maintained the view that the historian conveys the 
thing that has happened just as it was. 

Postmodernism 

A significant break with traditional modes of 
historical inquiry that would affect subsequent 
postmodern interpretations of the past was made 
by Fernand Braudel who, by 1939, had developed 
the principal ideas of his later ground-breaking 
History of the Mediterranean World in the Age of Phillip II 
(1949). Like previous annaliste historians, Braudel 
saw the historian’s task as the depiction of trends 
that persist over centuries and that are bound up 
with relatively stable geographic features and long- 
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standing mental perspectives. Discrete events are 
seen not as contingent but as deriving from these 
enduring tendencies. The earth’s ongoing ability to 
sustain life is interpreted as a crucial factor in 
fostering the cyclical repetition of attitudes and 
behaviors. For Braudel, neither shifting political 
events, designated by him as the flotsam and jetsam 
of history, nor even the corgonctures, longer cycles of 
recurrent tendencies, are the proper subjects of 
history. Instead, he focuses upon the long event, the 
constancies of terrain and of the human practices 
that constitute the life of a region that are brought 
to light with the help of demographic and 
geographic study. Although Braudel’s view of the 
long event might be envisaged as a species of 
reductionist geophysical determinism, his work can 
also be understood as an effort to displace the locus 
of historical investigation from the structures of 
royal power to the interests of the people whose 
lives are determined by the constancies he 
describes. 

An analysis of the way in which language 
functions in the construction of historical narrative 
marks an important step towards a postmodern 
study of history, a change that is first made possible 
with the advent of structuralism, a theory 
developed in the field of linguistics by Fernand de 
Saussure (1857-1913). The approach to lan¬ 
guage as a chain of signs composed of a signifier 
(an acoustical element) and a signified (the concept 
to which it refers) enabled the historian to avoid 
interpreting the object of historical description as 
exterior to language and as awaiting verbal 
formulation. Postmodern interpreters acknowledge 
the importance of structuralism but recognize that 
the signified could aU too easily be identified with 
the referent, the object seen as lying outside 
language, so that a non-linguistic externality is 
mistakenly ascribed to the signified. Roland 
Barthes (1915-80) warns that although structur¬ 
alist narration constructs relations among signs, the 
referent may not altogether disappear. Meaning is 
conferred by ejecting the signified from the 
narrative so that it appears as if the signified were 
outside it. The signified can then be perceived as 
an external cause or origin of that narrative. 

Hayden White (1928-) maintains that historical 
writing is not a recounting of a chronological series 
of occurrences but rather the creation of corre¬ 


spondences between past events and story types. 
The events in annals and chronicles are not raw 
material for subsequent articulation but are already 
encoded in tropes (see trope) that await further 
narrative explication. Although White insists that 
historical interpretation is fluid so that events can 
always be recorded otherwise, historical narratives 
are not equated with fiction. Even if narratives are 
fabricated, they are fissured by the claims of “the 
real.” Although he holds a strong theory of 
metaphor. White allows for a residual factuality 
and thus curtails the latitude granted to historical 
narrative. Guided by the traditional imperative to 
honor evidence. White concedes that events that 
cannot be denied to have happened are in fact 
derealized by the conventions of narrative. 

Still another decisive shift in postmodern 
historical understanding occurs when Michel 
Foucault (1926-84) analyzes the habits, proce¬ 
dures, and conventions that constitute the objects 
of historical description in terms of the distribution 
of quanta of power. According to the standard 
Marxist account, power shifts with changes in the 
relations of production, whereas Foucault depicts 
such changes in terms of the regulation of 
discursive practices in an economy in which 
language has been commodified. In this view; the 
disclosure of a language grid has ethical ramifica¬ 
tions as well as implications for historical under¬ 
standing. For Foucault, historical method focuses 
not upon facts but upon the patterns of meaning as 
orchestrated in multiple linguistic practices, each 
having its own rules and protocols that determine 
how historical objects are constituted. In Archeology 
of Knowledge (1972), he writes, “[Statements] are 
linked rather to a ‘referential’ that is made up not 
of‘things,’ ‘facts,’ ‘realities,’ or ‘beings,’ but of laws 
of possibility, rules of existence for the objects that 
are named, designated or described within it, and 
for the relations that are affirmed or denied in it” 
(1972: 91). Denying that statements have correlates 
in the same way in which propositions are said to 
have referents, Foucault depicts statements as 
events. At once unique and yet repeatable, the 
statement’s strangeness consists in its opening a 
residual existence in the field of memory. The 
relations between statements are envisaged as a 
system of dispersions, of strategic possibilities, and 
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the regularities elicited in this way are designated 
as discursive formations. 

Rather than construing inequities of power in 
terms of the formation of discourses, Jean-Fran(;ois 
Lyotard (1924—98) adverts to a juridical model. 
The difference in power between history’s victims 
and victimizers is framed as a dispute in which the 
victimizer holds power, thus precluding redress for 
the wronged party. The victim who, by right, 
should be the plaintiff seeking damages, lacks the 
language in which to present his or her case. 
Because the conflict is adjudicated in the language 
of one of the parties, the wrong suffered by the 
other cannot even be signified, a situation Lyotard 
calls a differend. On this view, it can be inferred 
that the postmodern historian is called upon to take 
up the case for deceased litigants. While it might be 
thought that this account reverts to an Aristotelian 
model of distributive justice, Lyotard’s view may be 
better understood as a response to Martin 
Heidegger’s (1889-1976) claim that history is 
not the pursuit of facts but rather is a task. We 
interrogate the past as if it were still happening in 
order to allow what is significant in the past to 
come to fruition. The requirement of neutrality on 
the part of the historical observer was further 
undermined by the belief that the past imposes 
moral claims upon the present. For many, the mass 
destruction of persons, especially during the 
Second World War, and the abuses of colonialism 
suggest that historians are obligated to speak for 
those who were denied the opportunity to speak for 
themselves. Although he did not survive that war, 
Walter Benjamin (1892—1940) saw the historian 
as having to draw a past moment into the present 
because that moment imposes some urgent claim 
upon the present. Guided by Benjamin’s view, 
Jacques Ranciere (1940—) maintained that the 
historian’s task is to speak for the anonymous of 
history whose voices were preempted by the 
powerful. For Ranciere, this end is best achieved 
by integrating the insights of the social sciences into 
a historical narrative that is at once scientific, 
literary, and political. 

It can be argued that the moral obligation to the 
past demands access to the temporally distant other 
to whom the historian gives voice. This assumption 
poses the danger of merging the self of the historian 
with that of the other so that either the historian’s 


persona is imposed upon the object of inquiry the 
other, or conversely, that the historian loses her or 
his self in the other. One of the two poles 
disappears and only a single identity remains. To 
avoid this difEculty the identity of the historian 
should be affected by the other but the other 
should no longer be outside and the self inside. 
Tzvetan Todorov (1939-) maintains that the 
position of the historian should resemble that of 
someone who lives in a foreign culture in which her 
or his identity is both maintained and altered by 
the other. Such a self is neutralized and reads itself 
as if in quotation marks. 

History as spectacle 

The invention of audio and sound technologies and 
information storage systems have radically altered 
the ways in which history is transmitted in 
postmodernity. These changes indicate more 
than a shift from the written text to a vast 
infoculture. Guy Debord (1931—) calls this new 
culture in which images abound, “the society' of the 
spectacle.” Whereas Karl Marx (1818-83) spoke of 
capital as the economic substructure of the 
bourgeois world and ideology as its superstructure, 
Debord argues that the real has disintegrated, 
capital has become image, and real events have 
dissolved into media happenings. 

In an even more radical move, Jean Baudril- 
lard (1929-) maintains that images have faded into 
the abstractions of genetic and computer codes. 
Through the technologies of reproduction, what 
was seen in the past as real is supplanted by a 
duplication of the real so that, in an iEusory 
resemblance with itself, the real is transformed into 
the hyperreal. Because history requires real events, 
the virtualization of reality volatalizes the historical 
object and thereby terminates the very possibility of 
history. In the absence of the historical object, acts 
of memorialization can only be gestures of false 
consciousness and resentment. 

The postmodern historian is confronted with the 
dilemma either of renouncing responsibility for 
those deprived of voice or reclaiming the culture of 
images for the depiction of history’s victims. 
BaudriUard concedes that the culture of simulation 
can be circumvented through the linguistic strate¬ 
gies of poetization and irony. Edith Wyschogrod 
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contends that if ironizing the culture of information 
and image undermines simulation and arrests the 
flight of images, the moral consequences are 
significant. By returning simulation, which has 
undermined history and memory to the real, irony 
itself becomes a moral gesture. Such a reversal does 
not reinstate a return to historical narrative 
construed as representation, but nevertheless 
allows historians to de-commodify images so that 
they can reveal ethical meaning. 

Further reading 

Braudel, Fernand (1969) On History, Chicago; 

University of Chicago Press. 

Foucault, Michel (1972) The Archaeology of Knowledge, 
trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith, New York; 
Pantheon. 

Ranciere, Jacques (1994) TheMames of History: On the 
Poetics of Knowledge, Minneapolis, MN; University 
of Minnesota Press. 

Todorov, Tzvetan (1995) The Morals of History, 
Minneapolis, MN; University of Minnesota 
Press. 

White, Hayden (1987) The Content of the Form, 
Baltimore; Johns Hopkins University Press. 
Wyschogrod, Edith (1998) An Ethics of Remembering: 
History, Heterology and die Nameless Others, Chicago; 
University of Chicago Press. 

EDITH WYSCHOGROD 

Horkheimer, Max 

b. 14 February 1895, Stuttgart, Germany; 
d. 7 July 1973, Niirnberg, Germany 

Philosopher and originator of critical 
theory 

Max Horkheimer played a key leadership role in 
the rise to prominence of the Frankfurt Institute for 
Social Research (the Frankfurt School). He 
assembled and gave effective direction to a 
remarkable group of scholars who came to share 
his vision of an interdisciplinary program of social 
research, with contributions from philosophy, the 
social sciences, and history. In the early 1930s 
Horkheimer led the group into exile in the USA 


during the Nazi era, then returned to head the 
Institute again in Frankfurt until his retirement in 
1956. 

In his influential 1937 article entitled “Tradi¬ 
tional and Critical Theory,” published in the 
Institute’s journal, feitschrift fur Soziaforschung, and 
in the 1947 work. Eclipse of Reason, Horkheimer 
pursued a deconstruction of Western rationality 
influenced by Marxian perspectives. Although he 
consistently opposed Marxism’s tendency toward a 
scientistic metaphysic. Horkheimer continued to 
seek a materialist ethic that exposed the “contra¬ 
dictions” of capitalism. Under the influence of 
Theodor Adorno, Horkheimer’s confidence in the 
potentiality of objective social science waned, and 
the critique of science’s domination of nature came 
to the fore, as in their co-authored work. Dialectic of 
Enlightenment (1947). However, the influence of 
German Idealism (of Kant and especially Hegel) 
remained a strong undercurrent in Horkheimer’s 
thought; while participating in a postmodernist 
critique of reason, he was resistant to relativistic 
and positivistic outcomes. He sought to preserve 
the essentials of Western humanism and - in 
continuity with his Jewish background - expressed 
sympathy for a negative theology. 

Horkheimer’s legacy is contested between those, 
like Jurgen Habermas, who attempt to complete 
the Aujklarung project of achieving a rational 
society, and those in the postmodern camp who 
reject any privileged standpoint beyond the 
historicity of reason. 
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GUYTON B. HAMMOND 

hyperreality 

The term “hyperreality” was coined by the French 
theorist Jean Baudrillard (1929-) to describe the 
condition whereby imitations or reproductions of 
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reality acquire more legitimacy value, and power 
than the originals themselves. BaudriUard’s early 
work attempts to articulate a neo-Marxist position 
that more accurately reflects the current post¬ 
modern consumer society. In Simulacra and Simula¬ 
tions (1981), BaudriUard articulates his theory of 
hyperreahty as the theoretical state wherein 
distinctions between a representation and its 
original referent no longer exist. He argues that 
commodities no longer contain use-value as 
defined by Marx, but must be understood as signs 
as defined by Saussure. This hne of analysis 
brought BaudriUard to eventuaUy conclude that 
the postmodern condition has erased aU signs 
from their associated referent. Postmodernity, 
or the new postindustrial age, decisively severed 
such connections with its new forms of commu¬ 
nication, information, and media technology. 
Hyperreality is constructed out of what Baudril- 
lard caUs models or simulacra which have no 
reference to reality, but exist within a series of 
replication that has no historical meaning. Simu¬ 
lacra chaUenges objectivity, truth, and reality by 
feigning its existence; the “reality” reproduced 
within the hyperreal appears more real than 
reality itself According to the logic of hyperreality 
there is no “reality” but only simulacra. Because 
these simulations appear real and, in fact, acquire 
aspects of reality, they are never merely fictional. 
Fiction, because it rehes on an authentic or real 
object, is incommensurable with this theory of 
hyperreality. 

The proliferation of new technologies, particu¬ 
larly mass media, constitutes the basis for 
hyperreality. The postmodern moment of the late 
twentieth century precipitated what many theor¬ 
ists discuss as the crisis of representation. Within 
this supposed crisis, autonomous subjectivity 
disappears into the masses, objective reality comes 
into question, and the symbolic assumes a 
primary role in shaping our world. Ultimately, 
BaudriUard sees this historical moment culminat¬ 
ing in the death of meaning itself Understood 
this way, hyperreality is a theory to understand 
the phenomena brought about by the simulta¬ 
neous acceleration of mass media and crisis in 
Western epistemological traditions. That is to say, 
that hyperreality is an attack on Western 
rationalism precisely because it is based on the 


differentiation between objective, scientific reality 
and subjective and Ulusory imitations of that 
reahty. While hyperreahty attempts to come to 
terms with the current postmodern moment by 
analyzing how simulations disrupt the binary 
opposition between reality and Ulusion, it does 
not claim to transcend nor resolve the contra¬ 
dictions inherent in this tension. These contra¬ 
dictions are simply rendered meaningless because 
the hyperreal dissolves the artificial boundary 
between reahty and Ulusion. Without such a 
boundary, there is no need to regulate simulacra 
against an original; there is no need for reality to 
justify itself within a rationalist discourse. There¬ 
fore, hyperreahty is constituted by media gener¬ 
ated simulations that are both separate from and 
immime to rationalist critiques. Within hyperre¬ 
ality, simulations proliferate without any original 
referent to which they are responsible. According 
to BaudriUard, this “hyperreahty of simulations” 
in the media represent more than the real; they 
produce and define a new reahty that is defined 
by its absence of reahty. 

In Simulations (1983), BaudriUard offers several 
examples of simiUations that reveal this state of 
hyperreality. Disneyland and the Watergate scan¬ 
dal, he argues, represent strong models of simula¬ 
tion. Disneyland explicitly plays with Ulusions and 
imaginary worlds and this fantasy quality is 
supposedly what attracts its audience. However, 
according to BaudriUard, it is precisely the 
objective connection to the reality of America that 
attracts individuals. Disneyland is presented to its 
viewers as imaginary in order to maintain the 
appearance that everything outside its waUs is real 
Similarly, any political scandal works to suggest 
that corruption within politics is aberrant while the 
political itself is the ideal of morality and 
democracy. BaudriUard argues that these “simula¬ 
tions of hyperreahty” create a social and pohtical 
space that precludes the distinction between truth 
and falsity, reality and fiction. WhUe this theory 
provides a useful context for understanding the 
conditions and effects of postmodernity, many 
critique BaudriUard for negating both material 
reahty and individual agency. 

See also: simulacrum 
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CATHERINE CHAPUT 



ideology 

Ideology is the mechanism by and through which 
individuals live their roles as subjects in a social 
formation. A term of primary importance in 
classical Marxist theory, ideology denotes either a 
false consciousness of the world or a distorted 
reflection in consciousness of real social relations. A 
second, more neutral meaning is also present in 
Marx: ideology describes all consciousness of living 
in the social world, forming part of the super¬ 
structure of aU societies. In postmodernism, the 
term has attracted less theoretical interest, though 
it remains relevant for post-Mai’xist theories of 
social constructionism. 

From its inception, ideology had both a neutral 
and negative meaning. For Destutt de Tracy, who 
coined the term, it referred to the study of ideas. 
Napoleon, on the other hand, used it to describe 
any abstract and fanatical theory. The term 
became a crucial tool for critical social analysis 
with Marx and Engels, in whose work ideology was 
defined as an upside-down version of reality, similar 
to the effects produced in a camera obscura. Ideology 
was above all related to the fetish; that is, the 
registration of human social relations as the 
relations between things. The second meaning also 
present in Marx provides a wider application, 
covering aU forms of consciousness in any society. 
This expanded meaning influenced Antonio 
Gramsci’s idea of hegemony, as well as Lenin’s 
construction of a socialist ideology. 

Ideology has lost much of its theoretical appeal 
in postmodern theories since it is viewed as 
inextricably bound up with the epistemological 


distinction between truth and appearance on the 
one hand, and the construction of metadiscourses 
on the other. Two postmodern theorists hav'e kept 
the term alive, however. Louis Althusser and 
Slavoj Zizek base their new definition of ideology 
in Lacanian psychoanalysis (see Lacan, Jacques), 
linguistics, semiotics, and Uterar^' theory. Central to 
Althusser is the assertion that the actors of history 
are never the authors or subjects of history’s 
production and that the social totalit)’ is a 
complicated structure without a center. Ideology 
is a lived relation to the world; it interpeUates 
individuals as subjects and in that sense can never 
be overcome. This Althusserian theory of ideology 
is given further elaboration in the works of Ernesto 
Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. 

Zizek, building upon Lacan, relates ideology to 
the disavowal of the traumatic Real. Thus, while 
postmodernism may see itself as post-ideological in 
the sense that it is now dominated by cynical 
reason, Zizek holds that cynical reason does not 
touch the structure of social action. While Marx 
defined ideology as action without knowledge (false 
consciousness), today ideology functions as action 
in spite of knowledge. As a result, the postmodern 
critique of ideology is located not at the level of 
(false) knowledge but at the level of social action 
that protects subjects from the more traumatic 
encormter with the Real. The kernel of ideology in 
late capitalism does not conceal reality but 
functions as a “spectral” apparition that fills up 
the gap in the symbolic order. 
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SUZANNE STEWART-STEINBERG 

imagination 

Imagination is the power to produce mental images 
through either a creative or representational 
capacity. Although the imagination has taken many 
different forms in the Western tradition, in its 
essence it was conceived as either a creative or 
representational capacity. As a representational 
capacity the imagination was said to reproduce or 
represent an already existing reality. As a creative 
capacity the imagination was essentially produc¬ 
tive: it produced something original or authentic, 
beyond the given reality. Nevertheless, as a brief 
genealogy will show, the imagination is stiU very 
much a creature of history. 

For instance, the paradigm of the premodern 
imagination is best described as a mirror. Here the 
human imagination’s primary task was to reflect, 
and thus stand as a mirror or mimetic reflection of 
the divine (see, mimesis). Thus, in premodern 
painting the imagination was manifest as an 
anonymous, communal entity that produced the 
work as a sacrificial or divine gift. The modern 
period, however, marked a radical transformation. 
Here the paradigm of the imagination was best 
described as a lamp because the creative genius 
would stand as his or her own source of light. 
Consequendy the modern imagination empha¬ 
sized the creative power of the individual (epito¬ 
mized, for instance, in the romantic cult of the 
creative genius). It was the individual, the indivi¬ 
dual artist or author, that stood as the creative, 
productive source of an original, authentic expres¬ 
sion. 

Postmodernism 

To speak of the imagination in the age of the 
postmodern, however, designates much more than 
merely another historical transformation: it may 
well precipitate the very end of the imagination. 
Postmodernism would call into question several 


fundamental tenets of the modern imagination. 
These tenets are as follows; (a) the notion of an 
original, authentic expression, (b) the authority of 
the artist/author, (c) narrative coherence, (d) 
metaphysical depth, and (e) subjective inwardness. 
Many have attributed this transformation of the 
site or power of the imagination to the mass media 
revolution. For instance, as Walter Benjamin 
pointed out, with the advent of mechanical 
reproduction the individual subject was no longer 
the maker and communicator of his or her own 
images. The very source of the imagination and its 
power to produce images had shifted. With film, 
video, television, and the internet, the imagina¬ 
tion’s power to produce images was unhinged from 
its previous source in the modern subject. In this 
sense, postmodernism shows that the power of 
technological reproduction contests the claims of 
the modern subject as an authentic, creative 
producer. The modern subject then, at least in 
part, has been transformed from an active, creative 
subject, to a passive subject bombarded by pre¬ 
fabricated images. 

The imagination has always held a unique 
relation to the discourse of reality. However, with 
the reproductive technology of mass media, the 
very discourse of “the real” begins to lose meaning. 
Talk of authentic expression becomes precarious to 
the extent the image itself usurps that reality it was 
intended to represent. Yet since the postmodern 
imagination is acutely aware of this irony, its 
paradigm is best described as a labyrinth of 
mirrors. The image of the labyrinth is meant to 
convey a mimesis gone wild, a reflection of 
reflection, a pure reflexivity without origin. This 
hyperbolic self reflective tendency and intense self- 
awareness leads to a willful self parody. In this sense 
the postmodern imagination is a parodic imagina¬ 
tion. For instance, the mechanical repetition and 
reproduction witnessed in Andy Warhol’s serio- 
graphic art work literally mocks the idea of an 
original work, and the humanist notion of an 
original, creative subject, offering a work without 
depth or interiority not significandy different than 
the commodified objects of consumer exchange. 
Thus Warhol’s Campbell’s Soup Can, for instance, 
toys with the very distinction between art as a 
reproductive technique and full-blown consumer¬ 
ism. Here, since the postmodern imagination 
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recognizes such a distinction has perhaps already 
been crossed, and its own decline is imminent, it is 
left with htde recourse other than self-parody. 

Whether the imagination can survive in the era 
of postmodernism is not clear. If one can speak of a 
postmodern imagination at all, then it is an 
imagination engaged in its own self-destruction 
and self-parody. 

See also: mimesis; pastiche; postmodernity 
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SCOTT SCRIBNER 


improvization 

In musicology (see musicology, postmodern), 

improvization is a term denoting a spontaneously 
inventive style of composition in which the 
performer relies not on a score, but rather builds 
upon or manipulates a selected “model” (usually a 
prior performance or pre-existing work) in an 
ideally idiosyncratic manner, thereby offering to 
the receiver a dynamically new performance. So- 
called “aleatory” or indeterminate musical forms 
are often included under this heading. Improviza¬ 
tion also refers to techniques of bricolage or collage 
in the arts and literature, and indeed any type of 
spontaneous or random creative act. 

In his book Music and Discourse: Toward a Semiology 
of Music (1990), JeanJacques Nattiez describes 
improvization as “the simultaneous performing 
and inventing of a new musical fact with respect to 
a previous performance” (1990: 88). The perfor¬ 
mer exploits his or her mastery of the selected 
model, as Nattiez calls the prior form, by injecting 


into its interstices willful manipulations intended to 
reveal the performing subject’s unique relationship 
to the material, and to affirm her essential 
particularity amidst a group of others (the audi¬ 
ence) united by the familiar model. Understood in 
this way, improvization is a dynamic form of 
musical expression in which the tripartite distinc¬ 
tion of composer, performer, and listener is 
distorted or even, ideally, overcome. 

Modes of improvizational expression are mani¬ 
fold, and are not confined to the musical realm. 
Techniques of bricolage or collage are often 
employed, as in Dada and surrealist art. Defiance 
in the face of traditional forms and cultural 
expectations is one aspect of improvization; and 
certain performance genres, like jazz, owe their 
mass appeal to a supposed unpredictability, seen by 
some as a celebration of the subject in an 
increasingly mechanized and impersonal world. 

Others, however, have seen the calculated 
randomness of improvization as, conversely, evi¬ 
dence of the triumph of mechanized culture over 
the unique individual. Theodor Adorno criticized 
jazz music as a genre only appearing to be 
spontaneous and free, a glorification of the 
individual subject, while in actuality quietly 
governed by an underlying rhythmic stmcture 
serving only to subtly restrain the wiUful expression 
of the individual performer. Robert W. Witkin, in 
his hook Adorno on Music (1998), writes that Adorno 
“perceived, in jazz music, a masochistic submission 
to the dominating force of the collective over the 
individual” (1998: 162). 

This aesthetico-sociological critique views the 
structurally determined “freedom” of jazz, along 
with the “coldness” of the rigid atonal “constructi¬ 
vism” pioneered by Schoenberg, as examples of 
artistic production leaning toward a “totalitarian 
extinction of the subject” (Witkin 1998: 172). The 
calculated permissiveness of the structures of jazz 
and the depersonalized formulae of modern 
“serious” music stifles any radical expressive 
developments; developments originating always 
within the individual, “willful” subject. 

A more positive approach to improvization, and 
one that emphasizes its unifying possibilities, is that 
of the “postmodern” composer Alfred Sehnittke. 
His definitive work is his “un-symphony” or 
Symphony No. 1 (1993), which begins with the 
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applause of the audience, undermining the strict 
separation of producer and receiver characteristic 
of non-improvized works. Schnittke spoke of this 
symphony as being his “central work,” containing 
all that he had ever composed, so that his later 
works were “its continuations, and determined by 
it” (Schnittke 1993: notes). This, then, is more than 
an improvized symphony. It is a veritable “collage 
of the self,” a self-generated “model” upon which 
all future “improvizations” wiU be based. While, 
“genetically” speaking, it may be argued that this 
self-grounding model is as oppressively limiting as 
what Adorno perceives in jazz and Schoenberg, 
and so on, from another standpoint it is seen as the 
actualization of the subject’s inherent potentiality 
in a more or less stable foundational form that wiU 
serve as a grounding for future embeUishments, 
revisions, and experiental articulations. 

The “controUed freedom” of jazz, the rigidity of 
the twelvetone synthesis, and the self-grounding of 
the Schnittkean “coUage,” however, meet not the 
standards of Adorno’s strict aesthetic system. This 
is because in improvization (even the type practiced 
by Schnittke) there is no reflection on the part of 
the subject: although s/he may be aware of her 
own creative activity, these actions are always 
directed away from the subject, toward an ideal of 
unity that is never realized. For it is the very nature 
of an improvized work to be always in flux and 
amorphous, that is, always victim of what Bela 
Bartok called the “impulse toward variation” 
(Nattiez 1990: 87). On the other hand, in 
“classically” conceived and structured works, the 
rules of composition are used not as a basis for the 
spontaneous, dependent ornamentations of impro- 
\izatory technique, but rather as raw material, 
hyle, if you wiU, made to “speak” via the infusing 
power of the composer’s intellect. It is this mindset 
which permits Adorno to write, in his Aesthetic 
Theory (1997), that “scores are not only almost 
always better than the performances, they are 
more than simply instructions for them; they are 
indeed the thing itself” (1997: 100). Individual 
expression is here idealized at the highest level, and 
located in the concrete subjective monument: the 
work. In contradistinction to Schnittke, who is 
always ready to “shed his skin” while preserving its 
“scaly” traces, Adorno’s ideal producer is one who 


annuls chance with a signature, as opposed to a 
throw of the dice. 
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EDWARD MOORE 

incomprehensibility 

Incomprehensibility is a term applied to art objects 
that test the hmits of subjective understanding. It 
was introduced as an issue in debates concerning 
understanding by Friedrich Schlegel (1772-1829). 
Schlegel used the term to describe situations in 
which irony comphcates the intended meaning of a 
statement. In current critical parlance, the incom¬ 
prehensible, a term used by Theodor W. Adomo 
(1903-69) in his materialist anal^'sis of art, bears 
similarities to Jean-Francois Lyotard’s (1924-97) 
refiguring of the sublime. 

In his essay “Uber die Unverstandlichkeit” (On 
Incomprehensibility), Schlegel insists that certain 
meanings remain beyond the comprehension of 
many interpreters. He uses this insight as a 
springboard to discuss universal literacy and the 
possibility of a language that might communicate 
absolute Truth and, so, solve the problem of 
incomprehensibility. 

In Dialectic of Enlightenment, Frankfurt 

School philosophers Adorno and Max Horkhei- 
mer (1895-1973) articulate the ways in which 
instrumental reason, a mode of rational thought 
that seeks to use - and so to dominate - any and all 
objects that come into its grasp, works to render the 
world intelligible and to further the Enlightenment 
project of disenchanting that world. Conversely, the 



indeterminaq' 189 


modernist texts that Adorno discusses throughout 
his Aesthetic Theory tend to produce critiques of and 
suggestive alternatives for culture as they also 
display the ways in which instrumental reason 
reduces objects to a knowable identity. In Aesthetic 
Theory, Adorno claims that the goal of art criticism 
should not be to explain away the element of 
incomprehensibility, but rather to imderstand that 
incomprehensibility persists as the character of art, 
and it alone protects the philosophy of art from 
doing violence to art. For Adorno, certain works of 
art resist the singularity of identity and commo¬ 
dification by the culture industry through the 
production of moments of incomprehensibility, 
moments in which a universal will to know fails 
to thoroughly appropriate ahen discourses and 
alterity. The incomprehensible measures out the 
ways in which art objects force the subject to 
recognize its finite capacity for understanding and 
the need for a less subsumptive form of rationality 
than instrumental reason. 

In similar fashion, Lyotard’s The Inhuman engages 
with avant-garde and modernist art by re-thinking 
the notion of the sublime. For Lyotard, the sublime 
alludes to something beyond representation, some¬ 
thing that dismantles consciousness. Hence, works 
of art that produce a sublime experience are often 
the subject of postmodern forms of analysis simply 
because such art questions the metanarratives of 
comprehensibility and subjectivity that have be¬ 
come the avatars of Enhghtenment and post- 
Enlightenment philosophy. Although Lyotard 
would no doubt differ with Adorno on Marx, 
Hegel, and culture, his interrogation of meaning 
and understanding bears a resemblance to Ador¬ 
no’s concept. The notion of incomprehensibiKty is 
useful for scholars who wish to negotiate between 
dialectical materialism and postmodern thought. 

See also: Aufklarung; Blanchot, Maurice; 
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JAMES HANSEN 

indeterminacy 

life’s history is the evolution of indeterminacy, of 
increasing freedom (to move, act, think). What is at 
stake is the radical unknowability of the future and 
of the real. As culture takes over from biological 
instinct and completes the formation of human 
bodies and minds, language categorizes and 
determines its subjects in their social performances. 
Yet the indeterminacy of this process continually 
reasserts itself both in the divergence of cultures and 
in the freedom to create new social practices. The 
liberation of technoscience by capital radicalizes the 
possibilities of reinventing “human nature” and 
perverting genetic, biological evolution. In the 
twentieth century, quantum physics became the 
symbol of a universal indeterminacy whose mean¬ 
ing is doubtful, yet formally incontrovertible. With 
chaos and complexity theory forcing its way into 
scientific consciousness, indeterminism invaded the 
realm of classical mechanics as well. It is an ongoing 
epistemological and ontological, ethical and aes¬ 
thetic crisis and opportunity. 

What are the historical forces unleashing the 
general indeterminacy that pervades the postmo¬ 
dern mode of existence? The most obvious is the 
process of capitalization overtaking the earth, 
dismantling traditional cultures (modes of determi¬ 
nation of human nature) in its path. Marx realized 
that this process is universal and coextensive with 
human history. The introduction of money made it 
possible to “order” any kind of act, object, or 
behavior as commodity; the only morality of 
capital is the imperative to pay one’s debts. The 
post-historical process can thus be seen as the 
rmhinged, unrestricted redetermination of human¬ 
ity by commodity capitalism and its technoscientific 
power-knowledge. 

And yet, while the capitalist super-ego (the 
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money imperative) determines the deterritoria- 
lized, decoded subject, desire essentially resists 
determination. Are humans slaves of capitalist 
representation and the industrial arts of suggestion 
implanting fantasies fiUed out with commodities as 
fetish-objects, to determine hmnan desire and 
activity? Or are we capable today of creating the 
possibility of freedom? The ethics of indeterminacy 
consists in affirmation and production of desire; 
not superegoized enjoyment on demand. Ethics 
means the creation of a space-time of freedom for 
composing human sympathies (sexual, amical, 
political, cultural) and for interacting with animals, 
plants, chemicals, Earth and the cosmos itself 
The breakdown of cognitive and moral deter¬ 
mination, critical though it is, has forced open a 
third kind of indetermination which subsumes the 
other two: for the aestlietic consists in the non- 
determinability of the beautiful (resonance of 
understanding’s determinate categories with ima¬ 
gination’s indeterminate compositions) and the 
sublime (struggle between reason, as “categorical 
imperative,” with imagination, as creative synth¬ 
esis). Aesthetic freedom is a self-invented “unstable 
equilibrium” of human self-fashioning (and Earth 
make-overs) which, in uncovering the real void of 
human essence, turns that lack and “moral crisis” 
into the opportunity of playing within that void and 
affirming its chaotic power. The self-created free¬ 
dom to imagine new relations and combinations, 
alternative futures, other “possible worlds,” must 
be weighed against a political imperative to 
acknowledge the real anxiety caused by ontological 
uncertainty. What are we doing here on earth? 
What do humans want? Must we be self-subju¬ 
gated by our capitalist fantasies and the lusts they 
enforce? Finally, what is to be done about the 
morality of death urging us to be rid of freedom 
and to know the future completely? 

PETER CANNING 

intertextuality 

Intertextuahty is a method of reading one text 
against another that illuminates shared textual and 
ideological resonances; the assertion that all texts 
and ideas exist within a fabric of relations. The 


term “intertextuality” refers to both a method of 
reading that juxtaposes texts in order to discover 
points of similarities and differences as well as the 
behef that all texts and ideas are part and parcel of 
a fabric of historical, social, ideological, and textual 
relations. As a whole, intertextuality suggests an 
important break with prior conceptions of the text 
as an autonomous entity separate from ideology 
and history. An intertextual reading, therefore, 
crosses disciplinary boundaries and challenges the 
perceived sanctity of genre by demonstrating that 
aU texts and ideas draw upon similar ideological 
sources. 

Prior to poststructuralism, a literary text was 
regarded as an autonomous, self-contained artifact; 
history, biography, and politics were completely 
ancillary to the issues of textuality and subsequent 
reading practices. The text was considered to exist 
separate from its author and cultural forces, and 
the text was regarded as transcending history and 
the author’s subjectivity. Following in the wake of 
Jacques Derrida, Roland Barthes, and other 
poststructural theorists and philosophers, the 
supposed autonomy of the text was challenged; 
furthermore, a text was demonstrated to be a node 
within a larger nexus of social, historical, cultural, 
and textual forces, which not only changed the 
perceptions of textuality but also impacted the way 
that a text was to be read. The rupturing of the 
autonomy of the text therefore initiated intertextual 
reading practices. 

The shift from the self-contained text to a text 
with multiple points of connection to other texts, 
history, and culture is mirrored by a critical shift 
away from discussions of literary influence and 
towards intertextuality. This shift affected reading 
practices in four significant ways. First, the focus of 
reading practices moved away from the supposed 
“originality” of a text and towards considerations 
regarding the nature of hterature. Second, the act 
of reading conceded the irrelevance of biography 
(one author influencing another) and placed what 
the author is doing at the center of study. Third, 
the authority of the authority was displaced upon 
the reader, who is the vehicle of all acts of 
(inter)textuality. Last, context and ideology take 
precedence over a singular, univocal conception of 
textuality (see univocity). These four shifts are 
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evident in one form or another in the writings of 
Derrida and Barthes. 

For example, Derrida proposes in his essay 
“Living On” that a text is simply a “machine 
head” for reading other texts, and his essay further 
elaborates upon the method of intertextual reading 
practices by demonstrating how a text suggests 
rhymes with other texts. Derrida’s intertextual 
method is a type of close-reading that excavates the 
textual and value-laden associations that constitute 
the text. Consequently, the autonomy of the text is 
shown as false since a text by its very act of 
associations reveals that it is a trace of other texts. 
Many of Derrida’s works since “Living On” have 
continued to elaborate upon how texts - like signs 
- exist within a fabric of textual relations that 
resemble chains of signifiers. Derrida further 
argues that not only are texts intertextual but also 
how the act of reading itself is an intertextual 
experience. 

Wdiereas Derrida perhaps best demonstrates 
how intertexuality can be conceived as a method of 
reading, the works of Roland Barthes reveal the 
degree to which intertextuality proposes a ruptur¬ 
ing of genres and disciplinary boundaries. Barthes 
demonstrates in S/Z that a text denotes and 
connotes cultural and historical value, and it does 
so through its suggestion of connections to other 
texts as well as it privileging of certain ideological 
issues. In other words, a text is a product of social 
and historical forces, and a text is a further sign of 
those forces. 

As such, a text can no longer be perceived as a 
“self-contained,” “transcendent” artifact because it 
depends upon and signifies cultural value. Barthes 
reads Balzac’s novella Sarrasine against history, 
painting, and culture in order to demonstrate 
how Balzac’s text is a site of ideological and 
aesthetic codes that have been condensed and 
recast throughout the novel. 

Intertextuality is the refusal to remove texts and 
the act of reading and writing from the purview of 
socio-historical concerns. Moreover, intertextuality 
proposes that writing, reading, and thinking occur 
in history, and therefore all acts of language need to 
be considered within an ideological and historical 
context. In essence, an intertextual reading ex¬ 
plores the deep context of any act of textuality, and 


it pursues the various paths of associations that are, 
in fact, the cnrx of a text. 

DAVID CLIPPINGER 

Irigaray, Luce 

b. g 1932, Blaton, Belgium 

Feminist philosopher, linguist, and psy¬ 
choanalyst 

The problem of sexual difference lies at the heart 
of the efforts of Luce Irigaray to articulate a 
psychoanalyticaUy-informed feminist philosophy, as 
is evident in her claim in The Ethics of Sexual 
Difference that this problem is “probably the issue in 
our time which could be our ‘salvation’ if we 
thought it through” (Irigaray 1993a; 5). Irigaray 
follows both post-Freudian psychoanalyst Jacques 
Lacan and deconstructive philosopher Jacques 
Derrida (in spite of her vigorous criticisms of 
certain elements in the work of both) in arguing 
that the fundamental problem of sexual difference 
lies in the fact that, within the discursive order of 
western metaphysics, the feminine as such is 
essentially unrepresentable, with the result that, 
historically, femininity has been conceived only in 
masculine terms. As a corrective to this erasure of 
feminine difference, she imdertakes to explore the 
conditions of possibility for the emergence of a 
specifically feminine subjectivity. 

Irigaray’s early work is devoted explicidy to an 
in-depth analysis of the repression of the feminine 
in western culture. In Speculum of the Other Woman 
(1985a), perhaps her most ambitious work to date, 
she explores the writings of such major figures in 
western thought as Plato, Hegel, and Freud, 
among many others, using deconstructive and 
psychoanalytic techniques to reveal the unacknow¬ 
ledged masculine bias of those writings. Indeed, 
this exploration leads her to conclude that the very 
structures of subjectivity, language, and conceptual 
thinking have historically been masculine in nature. 
Against what she sees as the masculine drive for 
identity unity, and sameness at the expense of any 
real confrontation with difference, then, Irigaray 
wants to imagine a specifically feminine subjectiv¬ 
ity, a subjectivity that she sees as irreducibly 
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multiple, plural, differing even within itself. Thus 
she claims, in This Sex Which Is Not One, that 
“woman” is always at least two by virtue of the 
structure of her sexual organs (Irigaray 1985b). 

It is important to note, however, that Irigaray 
does not advance an uncomphcatedly biologistic 
argument here, although many of her critics have 
accused her of doing so. Her apparent appeal to 
women’s anatomy as the foundation of a specifi¬ 
cally feminine subjectivity is based on a “morpho¬ 
logical” understanding of the relationship between 
bodies and discourses. The body, for Irigaray, is 
never simply “natural,” but stands at the intersec¬ 
tion of a complex network of biological and socio- 
hnguistic forces. Thus Irigaray argues that there is 
a parallelism of form, an isomorphic relation, 
between male anatomy, with its apparendy unitary 
sexual organ, and patriarchal discourse, and that 
the kind of non-patriarchal discourse that might 
allow women to represent themselves to themselves 
must be based on a corresponding isomorphism 
with female anatomy. It is for this reason that for 
Irigaray, it is imperative that women explore their 
own sexuahty in order to be able to begin to 
imagine ways of representing the feminine other¬ 
wise than as the negative “other” of the masculine. 
The impetus for her many experiments with 
differing stylistic strategies, then, can be located 
in her sense that a new language will be needed if 
women are successfully to bring into being a new, 
specifically feminine subjectivity. 

In her writings of the late 1980s and 1990s, 
Irigaray continues to pursue her desire to give voice 
to feminine difference as the groimd for this as-yet- 
unrealized feminine subjectivity although many 
readers have commented on a shift in her 
discursive style that seems to mark a significant 
change of emphasis between her earlier and her 
later writings. In texts such as Je, tu, nous, for 
example, she abandons the deconstructive ap¬ 
proach of Speculum to raise pragmatic issues 


concerning what she refers to as “sexed rights” 
(Irigaray 1993b: 81—92; Irigaray 1993a), elaborat¬ 
ing her claim that women need to develop their 
own specifically feminine legal and ethical dis¬ 
courses. Elsewhere (Irigaray 1993c: 55-72), she 
enters the domain of constructive feminist theology 
offering a feminist revisioning of the claim of 
German philosopher of religion Ludwig Feuerbach 
that a conception of the divine provides humanity 
with a needed image of perfection as evidence of 
the necessity for a feminine divinity to serve as 
foundation and authorization of feminine subjec¬ 
tivity. In aU of these writings, however, Irigaray’s 
basic concerns remain the same: to work out the 
conditions of possibility for the emergence of a 
specifically feminine subjectivity, grounded in 
feminine difference, that has historically been 
rendered impossible within the discursive order of 
the western metaphysical tradition. 
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Jabes^ Edmond 

b. 16 April 1912, Cairo, Egypt; d. 2 
January 1991, Paris, France 

Writer, poet, and phUosophical/religious 
thinker 

The most significant event that shaped the 
trajectory of Jabes’s thinking and writing is, 
undoubtedly, the fact that during the 1956 Suez 
Crisis when Egypt and Israel were in conflict with 
one another, the President of Egypt, Gamal Abdel 
Nasser, expelled the Jewish community from Egypt. 
In 1957 Jabes left behind aU his personal posses¬ 
sions in Cairo and emigrated with his family to 
France. The exile from Egypt, Jabes remarks, was a 
pivotal moment where he had to confront his 
Jewish identity on a regular basis, which prompted 
him to read the classic Jewish texts - The Torah, 
the Talmud, and the Kabbalah. His confrontation 
with his being a Jew in exile and his subsequent 
study of classic Jewish texts, he explains, were the 
origin of the series of books that followed, including 
/ Build My House, The Book of Questions, The Book of 
Resemblances, The Book of Margins, The Book of Shares, 
and the posthumously published Book of Hospitality. 
Jabes was awarded France’s National Grand Prize 
for Poetry in 1987, but more importandy his 
influence upon postmodern poetry (see poetry, 
postmodern) and the thinking of such philoso¬ 
phers as Maurice Blanchot, Jacques Derrida, 
and Gabrield Bounoure has shaped and defined 
the postmodern landscape. 

Unlike Theodor Adorno, who proposed that 
poetry after Auschwitz was not possible, Jabes 


perceived the Holocaust (and the anti-Semitic 
overtones of die Suez Crisis) as an important site 
to explore not only the context of Jewish identity 
and survival but also to reflect upon the implicit 
survival of literature and poetry. In contrast, 
Adorno regarded the Holocaust as the annuncia¬ 
tion of the end of poetry, whereas Jabes perceived it 
as an important beginning - a revision — of poetry'. 
And in turning to the seven-volume Book of 
Questions, the work is neither poem nor novel, 
neither a philosophical essay nor a drama, but 
rather it is a combination of aU of these forms, and 
the text as a whole gracefully moves between 
dialogues between characters, moments of lyric 
intensity, prose commentary, songs, and aphorisms. 
The whole text resembles a pastiche of fragments 
that return again and again to the central question 
proposed by the book — how can one speak what 
cannot, in fact, be spoken. 

Silence resides at the core of Jabes’s texts. The 
trajectory of both the Book of Qmstions and the 
works that follow in its wake carefully explores the 
intricate relationship between language and si¬ 
lence, writing and exile, poetry and scholarship, 
and words and death. The goal, as Jabes explains 
throughout the Book of Qmstions, is not to succumb 
to silence and the inherent hmitations of language 
but to continue to write; to engage in the infinite 
quest for the roots of words and meanings. Jabes’s 
model is a blending of Talmudic textuahty and 
philosophical inquiry where questions prompt 
further questions ad infinitum; and success is gauged 
by one’s ability to -write through these questions. 
Hence the “book” for Jabes is both the documen¬ 
tation of his quest to speak the xmspeakable by 
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arriving at (albeit infinitely deferred) answers as 
weU as the site of his engagement with his subject, 
his identity, and the act of writing. Consequendy 
the book is both product and process; the product 
of his struggle, and the site where he engages in the 
struggle. 

Jabes’s use of the fragment as an attempt to 
suggest totality and his mosaic-like poetic techni¬ 
que has gready impacted twentieth-century poets 
and writers. Similar to the poet Ezra Pound’s 
technique of poetic collage, Jabes’s incorporation of 
various genres and modes of writing into his poetry 
challenges the conception of what constitutes a 
poem, and the Book of Questions as well as other 
works provided a new model for postmodern 
poetry. In essence, many contemporary poets 
recognize Jabes as one of the most important 
prototypes for contemporary poetry especially 
since his methodology and poetic scope ruptures 
the poem as a contained artifact and enabled it to 
include within its purview issues of ideology, 
politics, history, spirituality, and critique. Jabes’s 
challenge to the preconceived notion of the poem 
allowed him to circumnavigate Adorno’s criticism 
against lyric poetry and to re-present the poem as 
an emotional, intellectual, philosophical, historical, 
and political complex. Jabes’s influence is readily 
discernible in such diverse contemporary poets as 
Rosmarie Waldrop (who has also translated Jabes 
into English), Michael Palmer, William Bronk, such 
poetic movements as L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E 
poetry, and an entire generation of contemporary 
French poets. 

Jabes’s influence upon the postmodern land¬ 
scape is not limited strictly to poetry: his texts also 
have reshaped the trajectory of postmodern 
philosophy as well. For example, Jacques Derrida 
focuses upon Jabes in the essay “Edmond Jabes 
and the Question of the Book” (collected in Writing 
and Difference, translated from L’ecriture et la Difference, 
published in 1968). Given that “EdmondJabes and 
the Question of the Book” originally appeared in a 
magazine in 1964 and Derrida’s famous “Struc¬ 
ture, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human 
Sciences” (also collected in Writing and Difference) 
was presented as a lecture in 1966, the sequence 
suggests an important and intriguing chronology, 
especially since both two essays parallel one 
another in their focus upon the act of naming 


and the imphcit slippage of signification as the 
trace of the sign. The sequence of Derrida’s essays 
suggests that Jabes’s writing and thinking played a 
vital role in Derrida’s conception of and investiga¬ 
tion into the act of signification. By extension, 
Derrida’s discovery has completely reshaped and 
reformulated the way that the processes and acts of 
language, meaning, and knowledge are considered. 
Therefore, it is quite safe to regard Jabes as one of 
the most important and pivotal figures in post¬ 
modern discourse: the force of his intellect and the 
scope of his poetic project continues to reshape the 
postmodern landscape. 
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Jameson, Fredric 

b. 1934, USA 

Marxist literary critic 

The sheer scope of Jameson’s work - ranging from 
detailed readings of Balzac, through diverse 
speculations concerning film, to intricate theore¬ 
tical debates with Adorno - defeats any attempt to 
identify his work with a particular subject matter, 
even one so broad as postmodernism. Instead, one 
must look to his underlying critical vocation, which 
conveniently, but too simply, may be labeled 
Marxist. It is too simple because Marxism, as 
Jameson himself has shown, is anything but 
homogeneous, but also because Marxism is too 
readily encapsulated in empty slogans like “false 
consciousness” and dismissed. Therefore, it is far 
more useful to identify Jameson with the method of 
critical analysis he engineered, which he variously 
calls “dialectical criticism,” “metacommentary,” 
and “transcoding.” 

The most explicit and detailed articulations of 
the inner workings of this method are to be found 
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in the closing chapter of Marxism and Form (1971), 
“Towards Dialectical Criticism,” and the opening 
chapter of The Political Unconscious (1981), “On 
Interpretation.” A stunningly compressed vision of 
the rationale underpinning these two pieces — and 
indeed Jameson’s entire career as a cultural and 
literary critic — is to be found in an essay pointedly 
titled “Metacommentary,” which was first pub¬ 
lished in PMLA in 1971, but now serves as a kind of 
prologue to his two volume collection of essays, The 
Ideologies of Theory. Here Jameson argues that the 
starting point for a discussion of the business of 
hterary and cultural criticism, namely the practice 
of interpretation, cannot be the nature of inter¬ 
pretation itself, since that leads to a sterile, closed 
circle quarrel of the pros and cons of this or that 
type of procedure. Rather, such a discussion must 
commence with the far more consequential ques¬ 
tion of our very need for interpretation. Today, 
according to Jameson’s view of things, we need 
interpretation in order to come to grips with the 
effects (both positive and negative) of late capital¬ 
ism, as they are felt in our experience of cultural 
texts: film, television, novels, poetry, and architec¬ 
ture, to list only the major kinds. 

Jameson’s method of interpretation (dialectical 
criticism) involves two distinct, but inseparable 
operations. To begin with, it performs the negative, 
or purely “instrumental” work of exposing false 
consciousness and ingrained libidinal investment. It 
uncovers, in other words, the way certain texts 
manipulate our responses for commercial ends. But 
if it only did that, Jameson argues in “Reification 
and Utopia in Mass Culture” (1979, reprinted in 
Signatures of the Visible], then criticism could not 
explain why certain texts should attract ideological 
and libidinal investment in the first place, except to 
conclude that aU but the most sophisticated of 
readers are complete dupes. Thus, a second 
operation aimed at uncovering the utopian impulse 
beneath aU such texts as we invest in culturaUy is 
needed. From this dual perspective, Jameson reads 
postmodernist texts as both products of their time, 
namely late capitalism, and therefore inescapably 
degraded by commercial imperatives, and as 
complicated confrontations with their time, and 
therefore more hopeful than first appearances may 
have suggested. 
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IAN BUCHANAN 


jouissance 

The term jouissance refers to blissfixl, orgasmic 
sexual enjoyment. Beeause the Freneh carries 
connotations of the sexual lacking in “enjoyment,” 
the term is usuaUy left untranslated. The introduc¬ 
tion of the term into the postmodern critical 
vocabulary can be credited to the French psycho¬ 
analyst Jacques Lacan. Although in his earlier 
lectures Lacan deploys the term as synonymous 
with pleasure in general and sexual enjoyment in 
particular, by his 1959-60 seminar The Ethics of 
Psychoanalysis, jouissance is opposed to pleasure as 
such. For Lacan jouissance is key for any under- 
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standing of Freud’s description of the death-drive: 
if the pleasure principle sets the limits of what the 
subject can experience as enjoyment or pleasure 
(for example, the satisfaction of an appetite), 
jouissance is the result of the subject’s drive to 
transgress limitations placed upon pleasure and go 
“beyond the pleasure principle.” However, since 
there are limits to the amount of stimulation that 
the subject can feel and stiU find enjoyable, any 
excess of pleasure is experienced as pain. Thus 
within a psychoanalytic paradigm, jouissance illus¬ 
trates the logic of the subject’s attachment to the 
symptom: pain experienced in the pursuit of 
pleasure becomes pleasure in the experience of 
pain. 

The prohibition of jouissance is a constitutive 
element of the hnguistic and social field that Lacan 
calls the Symbolic. In order to negotiate the 
Oedipal triangle and enter into the field of the 
Symbolic, the subject is compelled to renounce 
jouissance by submitting to castration and aban¬ 
doning the hope of being reunited with the mother. 
However, because castration is inevitable and a 
return to the mother impossible, this prohibition 
seems redrmdant, and has the effect of making the 
object of desire seem accessible to the subject, 
were it not for the prohibition of the Symbolic. 
Thus in the form oijouissance, the Symbolic creates 
a desire for its own transgression. 

Roland Barthes, in The Pleasure of the Text, 
reworks Lacan’s term in a modernist hterary 
context. His distinction between pleasure and bliss 
parallels Lacan’s between pleasure and jouissance. 
Following from his conceptions of the text and 
textuality, Barthes argues that the text of pleasure 
is essentially bourgeois and affirmative, confirming 
and reifying the reader’s beliefs. The text of bliss, 
however, “unsetdes the reader’s historical, cultural, 
psychological assumptions, the consistency of his 
tastes, values, memories, brings to a crisis his 
relation with language” (Barthes 1975: 14). Yet 
finally, pleasure and bliss are not as opposed as they 
are in Lacan: in fact, the distinction between the 
two often blurs within Barthes’s text. This is 
unavoidable to the extent that “pure” or unremit¬ 
ting bliss would soon ossify into mere pleasure. 
Therefore it is within a space opened up by the 
oscillation between pleasure and bliss that true bliss 
manifests itself For Barthes, bfiss is finally a 


utopian process that refuses to subsume or repress 
anything, even the more mundane pleasure. 

It is important to note that for VxLCun jouissance is 
associated with Freud’s concept of the libido, which 
is masculine. In his 1972-3 seminar On Feminine 
Sexuality, The Limits of love and Knowledge, Lacan 
revises the concept again, suggesting that there is a 
jouissance that is specifically feminine. Helene 
Cixous, Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva are 
among those who have explored the ramifications 
of a particularly feminine jouissance in order to 
critique the essentialism inherent in psychoanalytic 
descriptions of feminine subjectivity. In much 
feminist theory, feminine joaiffancg provides a point 
from which to affirm a specifically feminine 
sexuality that enables a feminine creativity inde¬ 
pendent of oppressive patriarchal determinants. 
Irigaray, for instance, suggests jouissance as one 
potential tool for disrupting inflexible binary 
hierarchies of sexual difference that privilege the 
masculine term, demonstrating the extent to which 
such binaries have structured Western philosophi¬ 
cal and cultural traditions. Helene Cixous sees 
jouissance as an essential component of a distinc¬ 
tively feminine artistic and cultural production that 
is open and multiple. Jouissance is strongly identified 
with revolutionary artistic production in Julia 
Kristeva’s work too, where it is closely linked with 
her notion of the semiotic, the pre-Oedipal 
plenitude that pre-exists sexual difference and lacks 
nothing. 
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BRIAN WALL 

justice 

Theories of justice are the focus of much of 
Western philosophical inquiry. In the main, these 
theories depend on notions of a well-ordered 
society that they serve to produce or reproduce. 
Education is the process by which individuals are 
trained in the development of moral and rational 
capabihties necessary for participation in and the 
maintenance of such societies. Modern theories of 
justice, particularly those informed by liberalism, 
retain many of the features of classical theories with 
some important differences. Chief among these are 
assuming the following shared values: (1) condi¬ 
tions of equality between persons acting within just 
institutions; (2) societies that are well-ordered in 
that they share a public sense of justice but not 
necessarily under conditions of social harmony; (3) 
the procedures of public justice are formulated and 
universally accepted by those who agree to exercise 
their liberties within these procedural limits; and (4) 
individuals are educated to develop a sense of 
justice such that they possess a moral and rational 
disposition which helps them to consider a just 
society as a value, to know the laws which govern 
them, and possess the understanding necessary to 
their full and free participation in such a system. 
Theories may vary in the emphasis they place in 
one or other of these features, but they are 
presupposed as shared values in most contempor¬ 
ary theoretical discussions of justice. 

Postmodern theories aecept many of the con¬ 
cerns of modern theories of justice, but are 
sceptical about achieving the conditions necessary 
for the realization of these theories. In other words, 
the postmodern view taking a strenuously prag¬ 
matic stance suggests that modern theories of 
justice rest on an idealization of conditions and 
seek to draw an ought for considerations of theory 
rather than those related to the empirical condi¬ 
tions of practice. The arguments for postmodern 


criticisms and approaches to justice are advanced 
through looking to the role of language in the 
theory and practice of justice. On this view, the 
uncertainties of linguistic reference and hence 
meaning are highlighted in a manner which does 
not reject truth but takes rather seriously the 
difficulties in being able to find an adequate 
linguistic representation of it. In addition, it is 
pointed out that we do not inhabit one language 
game but several. These language games do not 
hold equal status within the social and pohtical 
realm. Since some inhabit these language games 
with greater facihty than others, this raises ques¬ 
tions of equity seen as necessary to prevailing 
theories of justice. Moreover, there might be others 
within tlie social polity like children, immigrants, 
marginalized groups, indigenous peoples, animals 
and so on who may not have access to these 
language games at aU, thus leaving them outside 
the possibilities of justice entirely For Jean-Frangois 
Lyotard, this difference between participating 
unequally within the discourse of justice and being 
imable to participate at aU marks the distinction 
between a wronged party and a victim. A wronged 
party is enough part of the cluster of language 
games which permits the deposition of a wrong 
before a tribunal of justice. A victim is outside aU 
language games relevant to the discourse of justice. 
Thus, the attention to the distribution and 
stratification of linguistic systems weakens the 
possibility of just practices. 

Modern theories of justice, even when they focus 
on practices within institutions, rest on an idea of 
shared public values. It this presupposed unity, 
systemic or teleological, which allows the possibility 
of developing a theory of justice. A turn towards 
the heterogeneity of social practices and institutions 
puts such attempts under critical consideration. 
How are we to judge in a manner which makes it 
possible to say definitively that one decision is just 
and another unjust? How is it possible to regulate 
such multiplicity justly? Is it possible to have justice 
without one language game dominating others? 

On the postmodern view, the idea of justice does 
not uphold a transcendental virtue which overrides 
aU situations and can be applied to a social body at 
aU times. Rather, the idea of justice entails the idea 
of multiplicity that proposes to develop minorities 
so that there is no minority which becomes the 
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majority and all majorities become minorities. Any 
attempt to take on the role of the maker of laws for 
universal apphcation must effect injustice of the 
most intolerable sort. Transcendence on this view is 
taken as the inexplicable sense of obligation that 
arises in response to the caU of another. 

In the absence of the possibility of developing a 
theory of justice once and for all against which 
judgments are made, what postmodern criticisms 
offer us are suggestions for adjudicating case by 
case. Such judgments are to take place according to 
the idea of multiplicity. The argument runs roughly 
like this: institutional practices, like those of justice, 
take place in language. It is possible that one 
language game is privileged over others, thereby 
raising scepticism around issues of justice. We are 
to ask what is just within each case in a manner 
which remains alert to the possibilities of dom¬ 
inance that are always present when considering 
cases which involve different language games. The 
just person then would not be one who has been 
educated towards a disposition which would act 
justly in aU cases. Rather, on the postmodern view, 
a just person would be one whose judgments are 
often considered just. 

It is important to note that postmodern critical 
theory does not refute die possibility of justice. Its 
scepticism arises from a careful attention to 
concrete heterogeneous pragmatics. Though many 
of the modern theories of justice that suffer under 


the gaze of postmodern criticism are Kantian, 
surprisingly, it is to Kant that we are returned in 
thinking about justice. Postmodern criticisms of 
modern theories of justice no doubt turn on a 
critique of a Kantian ethics which rests on totality, 
universality, and equality. We are returned, how¬ 
ever, to Kant through an attention to the role of 
reflective judgment, laid out in the Critique of 
Judgment, in the practices of justice as well as in just 
practice. The idea of multiplicity is felt as an 
obligation, an awareness of the presence of the 
sublime, in any just practice. 
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Kant^ Immanuel 

b. 1724, Konigsberg, Germany; d. 1804, 
Kdnigsberg 

Philosopher 

Immanuel Kant was an accomplished scientist and 
metaphysician who in 1781 profoundly altered the 
history of philosophy with the publication of his 
Critique of Pure Reason. This book accomplished a 
“Copernican revolution” for philosophical 
thought, because Kant established that in our 
knowing, objects conform to the laws of human 
understanding rather than vice versa. Kant restricts 
human objective knowledge to phenomena, while 
limiting any knowledge of things as they are in 
themselves, or noumena. The First Critique is 
considered a paradigmatic theoretical work of 
Western modernity, and has influenced all philo¬ 
sophers since. Although he is representative of both 
the Enlightenment and modernity, Kant has also 
influenced postmodern philosophers such as Jean- 
Frangois Lyotard, Jacques Derrida, and GiUes 
Deleuze. Most of these thinkers question Kant’s 
conclusions, but they remain implicated in a 
Kantian framework, broadly speaking. 

One of the central concepts of the Critique of Pure 
Reason is the transcendental imagination, which 
Kant treats in a brief but crucial chapter on the 
schematism of the pure concepts of the under¬ 
standing. The transcendental imagination is an 
activity by which objective judgment occurs, but 
this process itself cannot be rendered determinate. 
In his influential book Kant and the Problem of 
Metaphysics, Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) em¬ 


phasizes the abihty of the imagination to achieve a 
finite transcendence in its mediation of intuitions 
and concepts via the schematism. Postmodern 
philosophers, however, have combined Heidegger’s 
insights into the importance of the schematism with 
the distortion and disguise which marks Sigmund 
Freud’s (1856-1939) psychoanalytic investigations. 
For postmodernism, the gap introduced by the 
transcendental imagination, which in Kant sepa¬ 
rates the empirical subject experienced as an object 
of sensible intuition, from the active subject of 
transcendental apperception wliich performs the 
synthesis “I think” for every judgment, fissures 
phenomenal knowledge itself This insight into the 
woimd that the transcendental imagination inflicts 
on epistemology is also pressured by Kant’s 
treatment of the sublime in the Critique of 
Judgment, which is discussed by Derrida in his essay 
“Parergon.” 

See also: representation 
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CLAYTON CROCKETT 

Kaplan^ E. Ann 

b. 1936, Newcasde, Staffordshire, Eng¬ 
land 

Feminist cultural theorist 

E. Ann Kaplan’s work investigates the challenges 
and opportunities postmodernism presents for 
women and minorities, building a critical discourse 
that enables their agency. Kaplan brought her 
established feminist film scholarship to bear on 
postmodernism in her pioneering Rocking Around the 
Clock (1987), the first detailed study of MTV and 
music videos. Using MTV to debate competing 
claims about postmodernism from a psychoanalytic 
feminist perspective, she distinguishes between co¬ 
opted postmodernism, posing problems for femin¬ 
ists, and radical postmodernism, offering feminists 
both liberating possibilities and difficulties because 
of its decentering and subsequent erasure of 
subjects’ specificities. Kaplan’s own analyses in¬ 
vestigate both of these constructions, situating them 
within a viable feminist framework to clarify key 
contradictions of postmodernism: for instance, new 
utopian freedoms juxtaposed with new forms of 
commercial oppression. 

In Postmodernism and Its Discontents (1988), Kaplan 
addresses the need for a more historically specific 
discourse and speaking position as she examines 
how subject formation and spectatorship are 
structured by the apparatus and modes of produc¬ 
tion, exhibition, and consumption. Her work on 
MTV reveals the medium’s contradictory charac¬ 
teristics: on the one hand, its co-opted flattening of 
historical distinctions, its displacement of ideology 
in the era of “style,” its total reliance upon 
consumption, the economies of desire generated 
by its inherent consumerism; and on the other 
hand, its radical avoidance of the oedipal paradigm 
structuring classical narratives, thus creating multi¬ 
ple spectator positions. Rather than celebrate these 


last traits as “liberating,” Kaplan advocates the 
continual development of oppositional, feminist 
discourses accommodating differences and subjects 
not completely defined by postmodern reading 
practices. 

Continuing her exploration of oppositional 
discourses, Kaplan’s later work expands the 
possibilities for broad-based (but stiU fimdamen- 
taUy feminist and psychoanalytic) inquiry into 
discursive modes and sites of cultural-political 
articulation. Central to this work is an ongoing 
focus on postmodern media, in particular what 
she calls “imaging technologies.” Examining the 
play of these technologies in melodrama, doc¬ 
umentary, and avant-garde film, in fiction, and in 
cultural performances (cloning, surrogacy narra¬ 
tives, cosmetic surgery) enables fresh theoretical 
investigation into the production and consumption 
of these cultural forms and their ability to alter or 
be altered by the desires of those who engage 
them. 

In Looking For the Other (1997), Kaplan attends to 
cross-cultural and transnational identities within 
what she calls a “diasporan aesthetics” that 
combines Western and non-Western narrative 
techniques. Expanding on her own revisionary 
work on the classical structure of “the gaze,” she 
theorizes both a racialized gaze and the vitally 
distinct performance of “the look,” a process 
which encourages a more intersubjective relation- 
ality between persons, capable of displacing a 
dated and insufficient “oppressor/oppressed” 
dyad. 

Her most recent work pursues the important 
connection of melodramatic structures with the 
dynamics of trauma, continuing to explore the 
productive convergence between psychoanalysis 
and social history fiction and autobiography, and 
contemporary body politics and beauty culture, 
particularly in the representations and lived 
experiences of aging women. The wide-ranging 
interdisciplinarity of Kaplan’s work - connecting 
postmodernism, eultural studies, feminism, psycho¬ 
analysis, film and media studies, science and 
technolog)', literary studies, popular culture, and 
women’s studies - continues to open new possibi¬ 
lities for political awareness and change in a 
miUennial/postmodern world. 
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Kierkegaard, Soren 

b. 5 May 1813, Copenhagen, Denmark; 
d. 11 November 1855, Copenhagen, 
Denmark 

Writer, philosopher, and Christian thinker 

The ingenious Danish thinker Kierkegaard waged 
a one-man intellectual campaign against the 
spiridess “objectivity” of the modern age in both 
its social-institutional (exterior) and its conceptual- 
psychological (interior) dimensions. A master 
ironist endowed with brilliant literary and polem¬ 
ical gifts, Kierkegaard may be readily compared 
with Friedrich Nietzsche as one who unleashed 
his dialectical wit - a full generation before 
Nietzsche - against the vapid complacency of the 
bourgeois age in the name of a more authentic 
religious vision of human existence. Kierkegaard 
was belatedly discovered between the two world 
wars and widely acclaimed as a major anti- 
Hegelian dialectical thinker (of a totally different 
stamp than Karl Marx) and the primary forefather 
of existentialism. 

Being a combative thinker, Kierkegaard defined 
his position largely through two strident attacks for 
which he became famous: The first, in the 1840s, 


was an attack on G.W.E Hegel and the various 
Hegelianisms that dominated the philosophical 
circles of Denmark, a brand of philosophizing that 
claimed to rescue the essential truth of orthodox 
Christianity from its decay in the hands of 
unreasoning pietism and fideism using a new 
post-critical method of speculative reasoning. The 
most important texts of this attack are Philosophical 
Fragments (1844) and Concluding Unscientific Postscript 
(1846). The second attack, in the mid-1850s, was a 
verbal assault on the state church of Denmark, in 
the form of a series of pamphlets, for its alleged 
adulteration of the Christian faith into a mere 
social convention; one so commonplace, indeed, 
that it is attributed to all de facto without admoni¬ 
tion to ethical or spiritual effort. These tracts of 
1854—5 are published in English under the tide 
Attack Upon “Christendom” (1944). The two attacks 
were related in important respects. As Kierkegaard 
perceived it (jusdy or unjusdy), both Hegelian 
philosophy and the Danish church had converted 
Christianity into a kind of neo-paganism: both, he 
thought, were posing as the “great vehicle” that 
mediates Cod to souls en masse without decision, 
striving, risk, or sacrifice on the part of the 
individual; both were compromising the infinite 
qualitative distinction between die world-historical 
plane and the eternal; and both equated a narrow 
intellectual adherence to their “objective” doctrinal 
systems with salvation. 

To counter these “impostures” of Chiistianit)', 
Kierkegaard embarked on the task of “introducing 
Christianity into Christendom” by reconceptualiz¬ 
ing Christian faith as something extremely rare and 
difficult, transcending the category of the heroic, 
and indeed, virtually impossible. Offended by the 
Hegelian claim that speculative knowledge “goes 
beyond faith,” Kierkegaard accented the strenu¬ 
ousness of genuine faith: the inward agony of 
spiritual trial, as exemplified in the story of 
Abraham and Isaac, and the self-sacrificial voca¬ 
tion of the follower, who appropriates the truth 
existentially, as contrasted with the admirer, who 
objectifies it. In Fear and Trembling (1843), Kierke¬ 
gaard articulated the concept of a “teleological 
suspension of the ethical” as a way of making the 
point that faith belongs to a distinct sphere of 
existence that transcends the ethical, and hence 
cannot be collapsed into or judged by the ethical 
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sphere (in which “doing the universal” in a 
Kantian sense is supreme). Obedience to God in 
principle takes priority over the categorical ethical 
imperative, although from a human point of view 
this occurs in the most dreadful inward condition 
of fear and trembling before ultimate judgment. 

For Kierkegaard, the dogmatic sine qua non of 
Christianity is the doctrine of original sin, which 
insists on the irrevocability of the Fall of human 
existence from grace and truth. His psychological 
understanding of this phenomenon is treated in The 
Concept of Anxiety (1844). The Fall has occurred (and 
ever reoccurs) as a result of the anxiety and fragility 
of the human being (an unstable synthesis of finite 
and infinite elements) as he or she becomes 
conscious of the dreadful abyss of radical freedom. 
Because of the existential nature of the Fall, 
redemption, if it is to be commensurate with 
freedom, must likewise be effected in existence, in 
time, as a qualification of futurity, through faith in 
the Savior God who has come into existence for 
that purpose. Original sin means that every human 
being is cut off from truth, as well as the condition 
for receiving the truth, hence no pre-Christian 
relationship to truth (such as the Socratic doctrine 
of recollection) can bring salvation. Only a forward 
movement in faith toward a future possibility, a 
“repetition” (that is, a faith-fuU temporality that is 
uniquely Christian), can save the sinner. In view of 
the Fall, every other direction leads to despair, as 
The Sickness Unto Death (1849) makes relendessly 
clear. 

Christianity, for Kierkegaard, is the rehgion that 
posits the dogma of the one eternal omnipotent 
God who has come into existence in order to teach, 
suffer, and die for the truth. Jesus Christ is the 
teacher and the God. Because this eternal- 
temporal paradox is literally “unthinkable” as an 
objective concept, its truth is protected from what 
Kierkegaard calls (at Hegel’s expense) the bad 
infinite of endless reflection. The behever grasps 
the objective absurdity of the Christ paradox with 
the passionate inwardness of faith: that is, by 
relating his or her entire existence to an impossible 
possibility. Truth is not a knowledge at all, but a 
way of existing: truth is subjectivity, or inward 
striving toward an eternal future made possible 
only through grace. Such faith entails a leap into 
the absurd that offends the aU-too-human insis¬ 


tence on rationality and demonstrabihty. Having 
taken the leap, the believer lives in paradoxical 
contemporaneity with the eternal in time: this is 
“the moment.” 

The truth as grasped by faith, then, is a how not 
a what. One comes to the truth by an interior 
journey into faith that cannot be taught or 
communicated directly since, unless it is appro¬ 
priated as one’s own, it is not the truth. To present 
the truth “objectively” is to falsify it, hence 
Kierkegaard resorts to indirect communication. 
His strategy is to disguise his identity behind clever 
pseudonyms and let the reader deduce the import 
of the text independently of the question of the 
author’s “authority.” All authority derives from the 
truth, whereas the author, relative to the truth, is 
an insignificant “nothing”: a mere maieutic 
assistant. His purpose is to provoke the reader 
out of reflective passivity and induce an interior 
response: to think, to judge, to live in relationship 
to the ultimate Idea, thereby fixing oneself in 
reality, rather than letting life pass by like some¬ 
thing that never really happened. Standing apart 
from the pseudonymous writings, however, are 
Kierkegaard’s many “edifying discourses” (sermon¬ 
like pieces) and the ethical reflection Works of Love 
(1847), which are pubhshed under his own name. 
In these works he abandons all duplicity and 
communicates directiy as a lay religious author. 
These confessional addresses treat the correlated 
tasks (patterned on Luther’s Law and Gospel 
opposition) of self-examination in light of “the 
requirement,” and upbuilding, or appropriating 
the radical cure of Christian faith and love. 

Kierkegaard’s existential thinking, as mediated 
through such figures as Martin Heidegger, Jean- 
Paul Sartre, Emmanuel Levinas, Jacques Der¬ 
rida, and others, has been seminal for postmodern 
thought. His exposure of the abysmal anxiety of 
existence, an anxiety suspended between freedom 
and nothingness, an anxiety underlying all modern 
secular culture, has been deeply influential. More¬ 
over, a distressed cognizance of the erosion of the 
“self,” of interior identity, of individual responsi¬ 
bility and value, is at the center of Kierkegaard’s 
batde for the concrete subject as against the 
abstract object, for passionate engagement as 
against disinterestedness, for the unfinishedness of 
thinking as against the closed book of the 
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completed system. He was one of the pioneers in 
“existentializing” philosophy, and enriching its 
hterary dimension to include high irony and near¬ 
poetry. Finally, Kierkegaard was a briUiandy crea¬ 
tive reactionary who sought to renew the possibihty 
of spiritual depth in an increasingly hollow human 
world. The non-authority of the author, the 
dissolution of the self, the anonymity of “the public,” 
the absence of the book, the death of God: these key 
postmodern themes are ones that Kierkegaard 
either foreshadowed or strove to forfend. 

But the conclusion is unavoidable that Kierke¬ 
gaard lost his batde against the engulfing power of 
objectivity. He tried to expose “the public” for 
what it was: a monstrous abstraction, a fiction, a 
mirage, which any concrete individual can Join 
only by “becoming a third person.” But, if 
postmodern observers such as Jean Bandrillard 
are right, the abstraction that was Kierkegaard’s 
bete noire has not abated, but has become poten¬ 
tiated to the nth power. What Kierkegaard called 
“the public” is the nineteenth-century nucleus of 
the mass-as-object in BaudriUard’s Fatal Strategies 
(1990), an “enormous silent antibody” which 
exercises an absurd bestial power that is inacces¬ 
sible to political subjectivity: “The masses are pure 
object, that which has vanished from the horizon of 
the subject” (BaudriUard 1990: 95). In the middle 
of the nineteenth century, Kierkegaard was already 
analyzing the dynamics of this media-generated 
nonentity, this eolossal mirage-cum-reality in whose 
shadow concrete identities fade to obliteration. 
“Eventually,” he prophesied in 1846, “human 
speech will become just like the public: pure 
abstraction - there will no longer be someone 
who speaks, but an objective reflection will 
gradually deposit a kind of atmosphere, an abstract 
noise that will render human speech superfluous, 
just as machines make workers superfluous” 
(Kierkegaard 1978: 104). 
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Klossowski, Pierre 

b. 9 August 1905, Paris 

Novelist, essayist, translator, artist, and 
philosopher 

Pierre Klossowski is a French writer who exerted a 
strong influence on French thought, particularly in 
the late 1960s and early 1970s, when his works 
were discussed by thinkers as diverse as Michel 
Foucault, GiUes Deleuze, and Jean-Frangois 
Lyotard. A contemporary of Georges BataUle 
and Maurice Blanchot, with whom he is often 
compared, Klossowski is perhaps best known for 
his studies of Sade and Nietzsche, his theory of the 
simulacrum, and his “pornological” novels, which 
combine eroticism with an immense erudition. 

The older brother of the painter Balthus, Pierre 
Klossowski was bom in Paris in 1905 of artistic 
Polish parents whose intellectual milieu included 
Rainer Maria Rilke, Andre Gide, and the painter 
Pierre Bonnard. In the 1930s, he participated in 
the CoUege de Sociologie with Michel Leiris, Roger 
CaUois, and Georges BataiUe, and contributed to 
its clandestine journal, Acephale. In 1939, he briefly 
entered a Dominican seminary, where he became a 
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Latinist and studied scholasticism and theology. 
Though he underwent a religious crisis during the 
Occupation, briefly converting to Protestantism, 
his theological interests have remained evident 
throughout his career. His study of the Lutheran 
theologian Johann Georg Hamann, The Mage of the 
North (1948; reissued 1988), introduces numerous 
themes of his later works. In 1947, after participat¬ 
ing in the French Resistance, he returned to the lay 
life, married, and wrote a now-famous study of the 
Marquis de Sade entitled Sark My Neighbor, which 
explored the philosophical underpinnings of Sade’s 
system and influenced a number of later studies on 
Sade by BataiUe, Blanchot, and Deleuze. 

Klossowski’s novelistic career began in 1950 with 
the publication of The Suspended Vocation, which was 
a transposition of the vicissitudes of his religious 
crisis. During the next decade, he wrote what is 
undoubtedly his most celebrated novel. The Laws of 
Hospitality, a trilogy that includes The Revolution of the 
Edict of Nantes (1959), Roberte, ce soir (1954), and Le 
Souffleur (1960). Here Klossowski created the 
character of Roberte, the central sign of his entire 
oeuvre, and explored one of his most persistent 
themes, the loss of personal identity. The “laws of 
hospitality” require that Roberte’s husband. Oc¬ 
tave, share his wife sexually with their guests, 
resulting in a dissemination of her identity, which 
Octave links to the splitting of the Godhead in 
trinitarian theology. In 1965 he published The 
Baphomet, an allegorical version of the Eternal 
Return, which received the coveted Prix des 
Critiques in France. Several of Klossowski’s novels 
have been adapted as feature-length films by the 
directors Pierre Zucca and Raul Ruiz. Throughout 
this period, Klossowski also produced several 
celebrated translations of German and Latin texts 
(including works by Benjamin, Kafka, Kierkegaard, 
Heidegger, Hamann, Wittgenstein, Rflke, Klee, 
Nietzsche, Suetonius, and Virgil), and an important 
study of a Roman myth, Diane at Her Bath (1956). 

In 1969, Klossowski published Nietzsche and the 
Vicious Circle, an innovative landmark in Nietzsche 
studies, which at the time Foucault declared to be 
“the greatest book of philosophy I have ever read.” 
Klossowski had began studying Nietzsche in the 
1930s, and presented seminal papers at two famous 
Nietzsche conferences held in France at Royau- 
mont (1964) and Cerisy-la-SaUe (1972). The book 


focuses on Klossowski long-standing interest in the 
relation between impulses, phantasms, and simu¬ 
lacra: what impulses exercised their constraint on 
the author or artist (for example, Nietzsche’s 
valetudinary states)? What phantasms did they 
produce (for example, Nietzsche’s 1881 phantasm 
of the Eternal Return)? What simulacra did the 
author create to express the phantasm (for 
example, Nietzsche’s concepts and doctrines)? 
Klossowski’s extended essay Living Currency (1970), 
which examined the relation of the economy and 
the affects, was a continuation of these Nietzschean 
meditations. Together, these two seminal works 
had a profound influence on Deleuze and 
Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus (1972) and Jean-Franjois 
Lyotard’s Libidinal Economy (1975). 

In 1972, Klossowski largely abandoned writing 
and has since devoted himself almost exclusively to 
drawing. His large “compositions,” as he calls 
them, executed in colored pencils on paper, 
frequently transpose scenes from his novels, and 
have been exhibited worldwide. La Ressemblance 
(1984) collected together in a single volume 
Klossowski’s important earlier writings on art. 
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DAN SMITH 

Kristeva, Julia 

b. 1941, Bulgaria 

Academic and psychoanalyst 

While Julia Kristeva’s work ranges from formal 
linguistic studies through poststructuralist cultural 
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theory to collected psychoanalytic case studies, her 
continuing intersection of linguistics and psycho¬ 
analysis has aligned her with postmodernism. 
Kristeva’s early writings on the structure of 
language and literature coincide with her move 
to Paris, where she worked with the noted French 
semiotician Roland Barthes. Increasingly en¬ 
gaged with new forms of Marxism and psycho¬ 
analysis being produced in France, principally 
around the figures of Louis Althusser and Jacques 
Lacan respectively, Kristeva joined the Tel Quel 
group in the late 1960s. The Tel QarZ journal was 
influential in the debates among French intellec¬ 
tuals in the period of political and intellectual 
protest now usually referred to as “May 68.” like 
many of the soixante-huitard, much of Kristeva’s 
subsequent work refers only obliquely to contem¬ 
porary French politics. Nevertheless, her later 
work, which engages an extensive range of cultural 
forms with psychoanalytic accounts of language, 
identity and gender, extend into other fields and 
texts a set of terms she had developed in these 
earliest writings. 

Inheriting the terminology of various structur¬ 
alisms, Kristeva’s early work explored the complex¬ 
ity of semiotic, literary and psychoanalytic 
structures, and added to those discourses new 
terms which would now be seen as poststructural- 
ist. From her earlier work on dialogue and semiosis, 
Kristeva’s work relies on structural oppositions 
while also emphasizing the moments in which 
oppositional structures are breached. For example, 
the carnivalesque and the abject are Kristevan 
terms which describe the permeability of founda¬ 
tional structures, even if neither abjection nor the 
carnival threaten the structure of subjectivity 
itself All of Kristeva’s analyses negotiate dualisms, 
and all focus on the dualist structure of subjecti- 
fication identified in psychoanalytic theories as the 
relation between the subject and the Other. 

Although she emphasizes the importance of 
Freud’s revolutionary conception of subjectivity, 
Kristeva’s psychoanalysis is Lacanian, although she 
extends and adapts rather than applies Lacan. Her 
early concept of the semiotique, which described the 
eruption of pre-Symbolic drives through the 
apparently ordered structures of language, or her 
later addition of “the individual father of pre¬ 
history” to the Oedipal family, revise rather than 


repeat Lacanian ideas concerning the relation 
between the Symbolic Order and the Imaginary'. 
Kristeva’s alignments of linguistics and familial 
patterns nevertheless endorse psychoanalytic mod¬ 
els presuming that desire and language, repro¬ 
duced in the nuclear family, shape one another and 
organize bodies and identities. Gender is one of the 
most influential of these organizations, and Kris¬ 
teva has impacted most strongly on critical theory 
through her gendered accounts of the formation 
and disruption of language and other social 
structures. 

Kristeva’s writings on feminine subjectivity are 
not homogenous, but her earliest challenges to 
feminism have not been redirected or qualified in 
later work. In essays like “Women’s Time,” 
Kristeva claims that the term “woman” can refer 
only to “a structure observed in a socio-historical 
context” and not to any essence (1986: 199). 
Despite this disclaimer, the trans-cultural and 
trans-historical claims Kristeva makes for this 
structure allow gender to take a central role in 
Kristeva’s accoimt of subjectification. Her ideas 
about the constitution of gender in language are 
thus dramatically different to Judith Butler’s 
concept of performativity to which they are 
sometimes linked. 

Although she has sometimes distinguished 
herself from feminism, Kristeva’s work has been 
utilized by many feminist critics, as well as being 
deployed in critiques of feminist theory. In literary 
and women’s studies in particular, her work is 
often associated with the category “French femin¬ 
ism” adopted by Anglophone feminist theory in the 
1980s. With reference to this category, Kristeva’s 
account of the pre-Symbolic resurgent in language 
is often misunderstood as a form of ecriture feminine, 
a term utilized by Helene Gixous for “writing the 
feminine body.” For Kristeva, the semiotique and 
related figures are not feminine in any sense which 
links them to women representatively or has a 
privileged relation to women, and yet they are 
indisputably feminized. Perhaps more problemati¬ 
cally then, she sees this “feminine” as a structural 
necessity, access to which is not determined by 
gender but which is usually located in the writing of 
men because of the more difficult relation to both 
the Mother and the Symbohc Order Kristeva 
associates with women. 
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Kristeva thus also produces a strikingly different 
account of the relation between the feminine and 
the maternal than do other writers usually 
considered “French feminists.” Access to disruptive 
principles like the semiotique or the abject is often 
represented by Kristeva as access to the maternal 
body, to the Other as fundamentally maternal. 
Because she sees modern art, and especially that 
literature which might now be called postmodern, 
as privileging this access, Kiisteva’s essay “Post¬ 
modernism?” describes it as a relation to the 
maternal: “a basic realignment in style that can be 
interpreted as an exploration of the typical 
imaginary relationship, that to the mother, through 
the most radical and problematic aspect of their 
relationship, language” (1980: 139-40). 

This essay explicates some of Kristeva’s sig¬ 
nificance for postmodernism. Like most advocates 
of an aesthetic definition of postmodernism, 
Kristeva extols here the artist’s power to signify 
the unsignifiable and to represent the “sujet-en- 
proces”\ the trials and processes of producing the 
subject especially discernible in disruptions of the 
Symbolic. It is in this conjunction between 
hnguistic disruption and the process of subjectifica- 
tion that Kristeva has most clearly heralded the 
concerns of what we now call postmodernism. 

See also: feminism and postmodernism; gender; 
semiotics 
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Kroker, Arthur 

b. 27 August 1945, Winnipeg, Canada 

Philosopher and social theorist 

Throughout his work, Arthur Kroker addresses 
questions of technological determinism from the 
triple vantage point of French postmodernism, the 
Canadian discourse on technology, and contem¬ 
porary art criticism. Kroker identifies the properly 
postmodern condition in terms of what he calls 
panic culture, which marks the loss of traditional 
forms of subjectivity and representation. 
Drawing its objects of inquiry diversely from 
critical theory, art, science, and everyday life, his 
writings theorize the fate of human identity in a 
technologically mediated world and are of interest 
to scholars in art history, communication and 
media studies, critical theory, cultural studies, 
feminism, philosophy, politics, and sociology. 

In The Possessed Individual (1992), Kroker extends 
cultural perspectives offered by Roland Barthes, 
Jean Baudrillard, Deleuze and Guattari, Michel 
Foucault, Jean-Fran^ois Lyotard, and Paul 
Viriho. He reveals the French account of techno¬ 
logical society to be a valuable critique of American 
technological imperatives. Against the pragmatic 
view of technology as freedom, the mutation of 
technolog)' is examined within a series of critical 
discourses: the rhetoric of technology (Barthes), 
technolog)' as sinudation (Baudrillard), technol¬ 
ogy as desire (Deleuze and Guattari), technologies 
of subjectivity (Foucault), technology as aesthetic 
(Lyotard), and as pure speed (Viriho). For Kroker, 
these discourses provide a description of technol¬ 
ogy as cynical power and reveal the nihihsm of 
subordination to technical willing. It is within this 
critical rethinking of dominant ideologies that he 
locates the possibility for a new political refusal of 
technological dependency. 

Kroker’s eclectically multidisciplinary approach 
is centered around the problem of the body as 
extended and processed by electronic technology. 
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In the apocalyptic future anterior of Kroker’s 
analysis, the postmodern panic body already fuUy 
inhabits virtual reality, the new media space 
occasioned by the implosion of the social. Kroker 
follows BaudriUard in rejecting traditional assump¬ 
tions about referentiality and in arguing for a 
semiological model to decipher the new forms of 
cultural exchange. He practices a hyperbohc style 
of ironic immersion he calls crash aesthetics to 
investigate such topics as schizophrenic subjectivity, 
gender politics, transsexualism, posthumanism, 
artificial Ufe, telematic being, and the power 
structures of late capitalism. 

Kroker is a prolific chronicler of cyberculture, 
and his writing has developed close connections 
with cyberpunk fiction, the movement in science 
fiction in the 1980s exploring the technological 
ramifications of experience in post-industrial so¬ 
ciety. His theoretical reflections are liberally 
interspersed with commentary on visual art, 
television, and video as weU as with vignette and 
reportage. Kroker’s politically engaged deconstruc¬ 
tion of technoculture clearly articulates the link 
between cyberpunk and postmodernism. His work 
includes multimedia collaborations with musicians 
and artists and lecture-performances. With his wife, 


Marilouise Kroker, he is coeditor of the Culture- 
Texts series and of the influential electronic journal 
CTheory, formerly published in print form as the 
Canadian Journal of Political and Social Theory. Since 
1987 he has taught in the Department of Pohtical 
Science at Concordia University, Montreal. 
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Lacan^ Jacques 

b. 13 April 1901, Paris, France; d. 9 
September 1981, Paris, France 

Psychoanalyst 

Jaques Lacan’s controversial career is marked by 
brilliant and daring innovation, the devotion of 
disciples but censure and “betrayal” by colleagues 
trying to discipline him, and his own undying faith 
in Freud whose traces he mapped and rearranged 
in a seminar spanning more than a quarter century. 

In the 1930s, Lacan earned a medical degree in 
psychiatry, publishing a thesis on paranoid aggres- 
sivity as a strategy of self-punishment: the eroto- 
manic “beautiful soul,” refusing to acknowledge his 
confusion and violence, imagines he is being 
persecuted by the idealized object of his love 
(hate), and attacks his projected image. How does 
such a debacle of the “imaginary” come about? 
Consideration of the transition from primal 
narcissism to identification with an ideal led Lacan 
to the concept of a “mirror phase,” in which the 
infant identifies with its ideal ego under the 
conditioning gaze (and voice) of an ego ideal. To 
map the ideal, with its torsion of desire, love, self- 
image, judgment and lost object shaping the social 
link, became the cause of a lifelong apprenticeship 
to Freud and topology. What stabihzes identity and 
integrates egos into a symbolic social order? These 
are not questions biology can address. Sociology, 
anthropology linguistics, all would have to be 
interrogated; but psychoanalysis is not a science, 
even if the subject on which it “operates,” Lacan 
realized, is the subject of science; the subject that 


exists as hole or lack in interior exclusion from the 
field of science from which God and Soul have 
been evacuated, as well as point of emmciation 
convoluting logic and ungrounding metalanguage. 

Lacan realized that the process of identification 
structures an ego paranoid at its core; that is, its 
surface. But then what provokes it to become 
delusional in the struggle for identity? Freud’s 
fundamental discovery that the truth denied by the 
ego irrepressibly emerges to speak through symp¬ 
toms, dreams, slips of tongue, jokes, and “failed 
acts,” would have to be reaffirmed and formalized, 
made irrefutable and effective as a transmissible 
knowledge, in the face of its burial under the 
“annafreudian” gospel of “adaptation” and ego¬ 
building (assisted by a normalizing pedagogy 
passing for psychoanalysis, thus redeploying the 
very procedure of childhood training and idealizing 
identification!). Had Freud shown the contorted 
topological continuity of ideal with super-ego 
merely to have idealization re-presented as a cure 
for neurotic guilt (superegoic persecution) and 
narcissistic self-deception? Does the neurotic 
symptom not express rebellion against the sado¬ 
masochistic ego-super-ego-ideal complex together 
with confused submission? Does it not represent an 
unconscious subject by its signifying chain? Lacan 
himself would have to stand up for that “discourse 
of the Other” against the orthopedic International 
Psychoanalytic Association (IPA), while balancing 
those no less idealizing “revolutionaries” (many 
inspired by Lacanian ideas) who would eliminate 
the social symptom and fix economic and sexual 
relations for good. 

Perhaps while contemplating the imminent 
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catastrophe of psychoanalysis’s induction into the 
service of social hygiene, in the 1940s Lacan 
invented a model-game of “logical time” to begin 
to formalize the problems of including others as 
positions in an unfolding psychic structure; of 
introducing a formal scansion (punctuation) into 
the measureless duration of a decision process; and 
thus of “cutting” an analytic session by inserting an 
interpretation into a train of ideas at the moment 
of hastening or delaying its conclusion, thus 
indefinitely suspending the closure of the imcon- 
scious or unexpectedly breaking off the narcissistic 
whine of the ego. It was Lacan’s inititial gesture of 
extending the art of analysis into timing and 
spacing and topological incision. It is also an 
allegory of subjectivity itself as folding the signifier 
of the Other into the “passage to the act,” its 
hesitations and decision, and into the moment of 
identification. The illusions of autonomy (indivi¬ 
dual will, interiority) must be rigorously dis- 
manded. Each “prisoner” in the game is labeled 
with a mark he cannot see, so he must assess his 
own situation by reading others’ marks and 
deciphering their reactions to his reactions to 
calculate his move. To determine the unconscious 
“letter” inscribed in one’s body or destiny requires 
realizing one’s absolute identity (indiscernibility) 
with, and pure difference (distinction) from, others. 
There is a formal challenge, to invent letters and 
compose “mathemes” (letters grouped with rules of 
combination, syntax, well-formed formulae) both 
to map psychic structure, where identity flows from 
position, and to deploy those mathemes in the 
transmission of knowledge to a (unconscious) 
subject: to intervene to change the position and 
structure of the subject by doing judo with, but not 
indulging in, the manipulations of suggestion and 
mystifications of identification. 

An obtuse, self-hypnotized IPA certainly had no 
idea what Lacan’s theoretical and practical inven¬ 
tions or experiments could mean for psycho¬ 
analysis, namely, its opening to the rigors of 
science and logic while both sustaining the position 
of the subject and subverting it through a “dialectic 
of desire.” The knowledge of desire’s repressed 
truth must be constructed by the analyst and 
presented to the subject as a letter from the Other 
internal to, and excluded from, consciousness. The 
mathemes are constructions of a logic of the 


imconscious, of desire (and fantasy), jouissance, and 
sexuality. The knowledge they convey touches on 
the truth that not aU the truth can be said. The 
analyst stands for this impossibility by sustaining 
the “semblance” of a object causing the subject’s 
desire and masking a core of real, unspeakable 
jouissance obviating sexual relation. If limited 
(“phallic”), this jouissance is defined as masculine; 
if unlimited (“Other”), it is feminine. But by 
delimitation Man exists as discourse of totality, 
with jouissance its limiting (forbidden) exception; 
by unlimitation Woman does not exist as totality; 
Woman is not-all; precisely undefined by being 
“not-aU phallic.” It is a re-torsion of set theory by 
the topologic of sexuality. 

So what does normalize narcissism and effec¬ 
tuate a non-psychotic idealization and symbolic 
identity? In the 1950s Lacan found the answer in 
the Name of the Father (NoF) that precipitates the 
logico-temporal unfolding of the Oedipus game 
with its three-plus players (the Father is already 
divided) and organizes the sociosexual symptom. In 
fact, the NoF already exhibits the structure of the 
symptom parasiting civilization (“patriarchy”). 
What Lacan said (and many feminists deny) is that 
Father Symptom, however contingent (as are 
phallus and sexuality), is a necessary condition of 
symbolic order. Fatherhood is necessarily symbolic 
because there are two sexes, one gives birth, and 
the other must be connected to the fetus in some 
other (signifying) way (there is no bio-logic of 
naming). The topography of categorically deter¬ 
mining sex-identity and naming bodies is affected 
by the real of sexuality; the impossibility of saying 
what properties define Man and Woman. Phallus is 
the contingent representative of manhood (and 
signifier of desire) but does not guarantee hetero¬ 
sexual performance - much less paternal function 
— whereas “feminine characteristics” are merely 
objects of male or lesbian fantasy. The NoF stands 
in (contingently?) for a guarantee of socio-symbolic 
continuity through sexual reproduction. Its sever¬ 
ance from the family matrix, though not impos¬ 
sible, entails a decomposition of symbolic order 
based on assigning properties and behaviors to the 
sexes. The NoF performed this function uncon¬ 
sciously by causing desire. 

In effect, the Father names a jouissance that 
grounds social structure by its exclusion: it is 
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simultaneously forbidden to subjects of the law and 
retroactively presupposed to have been enjoyed, 
prior to law, by the perverse-phallic rapist alpha- 
male of primal fantastic prehumanity, whose 
position of exceptionality is reactivated during 
revolutionary suspension of law. As presymbolic 
master (SI) his position is of internal exclusion 
within-outside the law; and the agent of that 
symbolic sanction, which groimds the law, is again 
the Father. To annul the function of the Father 
(castration: articulation of fantasy with signifier) is 
either to revert to an animal state without 
language, or to “progress” to a totalitarian state 
which has eliminated the social (libido-economic) 
symptom; unless the foreclosure of the father- 
signifier could open to a new aesthetic ethics of 
post-subjectivity. Does the transition from patri¬ 
archy to technocratic capitalism and scientism not 
already entail replacing the law of the Father with 
the perverse wedding of biolotechnology and 
legalism? But since the phantasm of the perverse 
Urvater is a product of the hysterical (human 
subject) imconscious, which Freud made conscious, 
does the deconstruction of fatherhood remove the 
condition of desire and the unconscious, delivering 
its subject to an unbarred jouissance of the Other 
embodied in anarchism and bureaucracy? 

The Father intervenes to “bar” unrestricted 
access between the Kleinian “phallic mother” and 
her infant-phaUus, her completion. Both subject 
and Other are thus mediated by the paternal- 
phallic signifier (posed by the mother as signifier of 
desire). This “castration” opens the spaee of desire 
(and lack) whose circuitry runs through the desire 
of the Other. By preventing mother and child from 
enjoying direct jouissance of the Other, the Father’s 
Name implies a certain respect for language (the 
Other) that perversion cannot tolerate and psy¬ 
chosis cannot believe in. This breathing time for 
desire is an ethical law intrinsic to a language both 
situated as Other (unconscious) and forever 
incomplete (something real “does not stop not 
writing itself”). Thus Lacan quadrangulates Klei¬ 
nian “partial object” theory (mother-analyst as 
“symbolized” object of patient-baby) and intrinsi¬ 
cally dismandes any conception of analytic (or 
social) relation based on duality or Oedipal 
triangulation (as norm). Translating the father into 
a signifier, then a letter, then a (borromean) knot. 


Lacan developed a topology of the lost libido- 
object, a hole whose place in language can be 
mapped but not named (“there is no metalan¬ 
guage”). 

In the absence of any paternal or ideal 
guarantee, or any social norm, the analyst’s desire 
must support the unconscious “signifier” and 
convert it into transmissible mathemes, letters, 
and knots. That desire must touch on the real of 
jouissance and the libido-“thing” fueling symptom 
(symbolic dysfunction) and drive (the mode of the 
act). It must accompany the subject in his (her) 
“traversal” of the neurotic fantasy in which (as in 
the perverse act) there is a “residue” of forbidden 
jouissance - baby’s narcissistic enjoyment of the 
mother’s “parts”; mythical-lost unrestricted jouis¬ 
sance of the Other - an intensity that is traumatic, 
not primarily because it is forbidden, but on the 
contrary because it becomes an imperative tor¬ 
menting the subject with fantasies and social 
dysfunction (the superego, representing an ideal 
state beyond-before the law, actually commands 
the ego to go retrieve it!). The lame and symptom- 
ridden law of the Father, castration, at least stood 
up against these sado-masochistic (or psychotic) 
self-torments. Yet the speaking (desiring) being 
remains constitutively dissatisfied, nor does the law 
always work to keep fantasy in check. But analysis 
is not limited to reconciling the subject to the law of 
desire, its constructions work directly on the 
unconscious trauma masked behind fantasy, while 
the analyst’s desire encourages the subject to 
withstand the horror of the death drive and vicious 
assault of super-ego asserting the dominion of 
jouissance. 

In the 1960s, Lacan exploited the topology of 
surfaces and holes to map the body of narcissism 
and jouissance in its affection by language. The 
subject is figured by a Moebius strip, demand and 
its repetition by the cutting of a torus, breast as 
sphere, fantasy as projective plane (continuing edge 
of Moebius band sewn onto a hole-in-sphere), voice 
as Klein botde...with (in the 1970s during and 
after successive breaks and re-formations of groups 
and schools) Father-Symptom as generalized bor¬ 
romean knot, made of three rings each of which 
holds the other two together, and involving Real, 
Imaginary, Symbolic in non-relation (without 
linkage). 
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In effect, the Real is a kind of hole and trauma 
of Lacanian theory. At first likened to the referent 
of science, then the logic of numbers, the real 
became (1960) a “thing” forclosed from the 
symbolic. Finally it has to do with the impossibility 
of saying what is being said (including enunciation 
within the statement) - or even stating that 
impossibility. (Is God’s position inscribable in 
“Let there be Light”?). A subject is represented 
by a signifier but “is” a lack-of-signifier whose lack 
makes a hole in the symbolic figured by borromean 
knot; ego is imagined whole but is really a hole in 
reality through which some creation can emerge, if 
ongoing research into the topology of this time of 
emergence can sustain the real desire of the Other. 
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PETER CANNING 

lack 

The concept of lack is linked to the question of 
castration and desire as formulated in Lacan’s 
teachings, but is replaced in postmodernity within 
a larger metaphysical and symbolical framework: 
the impossibility for the subject, of mastery, of 
totalization of the object and the redefinition of 
Truth as “not-Whole” because of the necessity of 
its utterance in language. 

Origin 

Lack has numerous scientific, philosophical and 
rehgious sources: Godel’s decisive theory of in¬ 
completeness iPrincipia Mathemathica in 1931) which 
shows the latter to be an organizational and 
necessary element of any system; the Westerniza¬ 
tion of Chinese philosophies’ notions of “empti¬ 
ness” and “hole”; the influence ofjudaism through 


Freud’s psychoanalysis for which only death is 
perfection and life but lack and incompleteness, 
and so on. This notion may have multidisciplinary 
origins, but it is through Lacan’s transdisciplinary 
thinking that it has become the essential feature of 
a theory of the subject. Where Freud insisted on the 
hallucinatory quality of the object of desire as a 
process which leads to satisfaction by modifying the 
subject’s internal state, Lacan stresses the idea of 
inadequation and lack as the necessary conditions 
of desire. Enriched by Saussure’s linguistics, 
Peirce’s philosophy of sign and Heidegger’s 
phenomenology, Lacan’s “return to Freud” leads 
to a true epistemology of lack which he articulates 
to the concepts of need, demand and desire, but 
also to otherness and the symbolic dimension, that 
is, roughly language. 

Lacan’s constant dialogue with the scientific and 
philosophical feitgeist of his times (1950-80) has 
given his work the dimension of an epistemological 
break from which the Ego and its Tmth, that of 
Being, have come out quite damaged. Lacan’s brief 
fascination with phenomenology in the 1950s, 
based on Heidegger’s seductive style and his open 
commentaries on language, both close to his own, 
allow him to oppose the then-dominating Sartrean 
humanistic philosophy of hberty based on an 
illusory self-sufficiency and autonomy: we are 
alienated to language, reads Lacan in Heidegger’s 
words, we should abandon ourselves to its 
supremacy; philosophy’s inquiry should be the 
quest for the Truth of Being (see Dasein; trace); 
and last but not least, Heidegger’s concept of 
Aletheia (1943) (which substitutes a definition of 
Truth as unveiling to the belief that Truth is what is 
adequate to its formulation) encounters Lacan’s 
rethinking of the purpose of psychoanalysis as an 
unveiling of desire not an adaptation of the ego to 
societal ideals. Moreover, the influence of linguists 
like R. Jakobson (1896-1982) and Benveniste 
and their theories of enunciation (utterance) 
enabled Lacan to give Freudian psychoanalysis a 
comprehensive theory of the subject as a being-in- 
language {a parlete) and of desire as lack inscribed 
in speech. As a radical consequence of this theory; 
the unconscious itself becomes an effect of the 
coming-into-language and of the inadequacy 
between the subject of the enunciation and 
what is uttered, because the referent (which is 
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ultimately the subject’s unconscious desire, that 
which he or she himseF or herseF ignores keeps 
being missed. 

The subject depends on the signifier to achieve 
humanity and universality (by appropriating the 
pronoun “I”) but the signifier “belongs to the field 
of the Other,” that is, to the Symbolic, which is the 
autonomous reality of discourse into which the 
subject is born and which decides his or her 
destiny. Lack stems from the impossibility for 
language to represent the subject’s singularity (his 
or her unconscious deshe) once and for all. She or 
he is alienated to already-given discourses and 
places (either “Man” or “Woman”), to what Lacan 
calls “the desire of the Other.” This alienation is at 
the basis of the continuous renewal of lack and 
desire, because lack also pertains to the object of 
satisfaction. This object is mythically construed as 
lost because it is unseizable from within the 
Symbolic where the subject dwells once born; 
because human beings have to use language to ask 
for what they need, need is transformed in desire 
through demand: when a baby cries for a drink, 
what it ultimately asks for is love and recognition. 
The Object (called object “a”) is in fact what the 
subject lacks to be whole “again,” in the plenitude 
and consistency of Being of the mythical Lost 
Paradise where he or she “was” before entering 
language. 

Postmodernism 

The subject of postmodernity has “realized” lack 
and alienation and has cast off the mythical 
illusions of autonomy from the other and of 
mastery over language and objects. He or she is 
working through this realization with an accom¬ 
panying anguish which pervades his or her art and 
representations since the 1950s. Postmodern re¬ 
presentation aims at giving presence to lack 
through a lack of center which speaks a disbelief 
in totalization and shows the mishaps of 
referentiation. The object as “thing-in-itseF” has 
withdrawn and its withdrawal has become synon- 
^mious with lack, occultation and non-presence. 
The subject has been displaced and is misplaced 
because what is fundamentally lacking is the 
illusion that the Ego can be master in his-her 
house, that Being, plenitude or jouissance are 


attainable. Hence the masochism (a way out of 
the possible melancholia) of the postmodern whose 
truth, like Heidegger’s and Lacan’s, is lack of truth 
and the truth of lack, the fundamental incomplete¬ 
ness by which a subject enters into relationship 
with the real. Like Woman, says Lacan, Truth is 
not-whole (the figure of Woman and her position of 
jouissance have become available to emblematize the 
impossibility of a complete unveiling of Truth (see 
Derrida, Jacques). 

See also: difference; mirror stage; opacity 
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ANNE-MARIE PICARD 

language 

De trop(e) language looms, raveling out representa¬ 
tive systems. Whether as tkesei (conditioned forma¬ 
tion consensus) or physei (conceptual content), the 
action of language is also instrument to its chasm- 
made-presence, where “true” rings metonymic of 
peaks reached and tolled out of breath. If “the 
mother of language is negation” (Nietzsche), its 
father is articulated desire in speech (Lacan). As a 
secret pact (Freud) of a gFted linguistic-deter¬ 
mined exchange (Mauss, Levi-Strauss), exclama¬ 
tion (Herder) cum invocation (Augustine) reaches in 
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time to a discourse (Heidegger) that performs the 
body as a “poetic logic” (Vico) where the very 
“words are the victims” (Bataille). 

What rebounds by such examples is the fragile 
divide between mythos (/i\|/doC) and logos (loyo^), 
fables both of symbolic and imaginary hypostatized 
strategies that touch upon the figures of Eupheme 
on the one side and Echo on the “other.” At best 
this touching, as a text or chain of responses, 
(Todorov) without a “third-person” explanatory 
value of meaning (Davidson), places the indivi¬ 
dual (Fish) as the writing within “polyhistorical 
totality” (Broch). At worst, if “language has a 
setting” (Sapir), its dial is set to enculturated races 
to the Real (Lacan), hallucination and glissement of 
its origin seized in pure “stock” (Sapir) as “Nile 
quest” of identity’s wake Joyce), of yet more open 
work Eco). 

The metaphoric drive (Nietzsche, Kofinan) 
creates the dusting of entities for the undetermin¬ 
able prints sous rature and plus de metaphors 
(Derrida). There, as a paler circle of a whiter 
shade of painting gray in gray, and contra language 
as “the immediate manifestation of Spirit” Hegel), 
“a philosophical mythology lies concealed in 
language which breaks out again every' moment, 
however careful one may be otherwise” 
(Nietzsche). Not far from this (ef)front(ery), where 
origins are declared and ratde, the battle between 
Tweedledum and Tweedledee takes place (Carroll), 
a sorites of superficial sorts: surface, line, and 
decentered point (Deleuze) in rules of the “the 
greatest possible flexibility of utterance [s]” (Lyo¬ 
tard). There language is also renvoi Jakobson). 
What shoulders each bon mot-age is countersign of a 
“logic of enculturation” (Bourdieu) and a “trans¬ 
cendence immanent [yet incommensurable] to the 
prescriptive game” (Lyotard). From the m & m by- 
weUs of Jakobsonian linguistics, the kettle of 
delights is brought to the table as linguisterie where 
meaning is the affect of a-petit (Lacan). 

The discussion of the origin of language once 
banned by the Linguistic Society of Paris in 1866, 
returns in many guises: the “speaking process” 
(Humboldt), “assimilation” (Piaget), nativist “bio¬ 
programs” (Bickerton), innate “language-faculty” 
(Chomsky), “mentalese” (Pinker), “Baldwin-ef- 
fect” (Deacon), “common (unideological) action” 
(Debord), and “pastiche” Jameson). Each of 


these, contrariwise, postfix again, as semiosis, to a 
mathesis universalis. When encircled, a characteristic 
of theories of language is to res its head and shout 
“Nohow!” as Tweedledum to Alice. Language is 
posed at the moment of a totalization driving out of 
one’s Witz the solipsism involved in the demand for 
methodology (Leibniz, Husserl, H.P. Grice). “Lan¬ 
guage [as] the paradigm of human capacities and 
the sine qua non of aU the actual work and behavior 
collected as human culture [enables] context- 
bound projections of stable structural regularities 
(thoroughly extensionalized or extensionaUy regi¬ 
mented) that aspire to a totalizing power they 
cannot empirically ensure” (Margolis). Where does 
this leave us and by what aspirations can one 
undergo an “experience with language”? “Scien¬ 
tific and philosophical information about language 
is one thing; an experience we undergo with 
language is another” (Heidegger). 

Past the “serene linguistic nihilism” which props 
up the salvation scene of the poet (Bloom), are 
there “sort[s] of rules [that we] should have to 
agree on with [another] about [its] expression?” 
(Wittgenstein). Is the undergoing “language itself 
bringing] itself to langauge,” “appropriated to 
saying” (Heidegger), or merely “language [as] the 
place of attention” (Blanchot), without a “house 
of Being” to go to (Heidegger)? If “what is 
mirrored in language I cannot use language to 
express” (Wittgenstein), then “language, and its 
imivocity will be fashioned out of eating and 
shitting, language and its imivocity will be sculpted 
out of shit... (Artaud speaks of the ‘caca of being 
and of its language’)” (Deleuze). Plagued by either 
primitive or explicit performance anxieties in such 
locutionary acts, those more illoctionarily prone to puU 
off the prelocutionary action (Austin) will extract a 
voice (Pujol) of an acoustic origin (Freud) as the 
imdergoing of the poet saved from more soiled 
[Bjloomers. There, a dicere, and a deiknumi (say- 
show) spins the reel as “complex and fact” 
(Wittgenstein) understood in its use (Peirce). 

The “lordly right of giving names extends so far 
that one should allow oneself to conceive the 
origins of language itself as an expression of power 
on the part of the rulers” (Nietzsche), or achieved 
by those weaker, since, “my word!” remains the 
“sum total of myself” (Peirce). Further stiU is 
Borges, “Hoy no eres otra cosa que mi voz.” 
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Aspiring for the recognition from the other (Hegel), 
while directed as “speech towards this [organized 
field of| absence” (Foucault, de Man), language 
feels/fields dire-Dieu “since we have been a 
discourse and can hear from one another” 
(Hblderhn). Closer yet is the echo of Lacan’s 
question: “is it truly a question of them-two (d’eux) in 
language?” Can such a question, the question of 
S2, be seen in the “use-context (employment 
relations) of language” (Habermas), or “commu¬ 
nity view of language” (Kripke), without embra¬ 
cing the more carnival “dialogism” that allows 
many voices to coexist, interacting without any of 
the perspectives reducing any other, as a social 
semiotics (Bakhtin)? 

“Ah alone, effordessly, language speaks in several 
voices and recounts the striptease of the prelude 
without me” (Serres). Whether language can be 
recognized by an ear less mobile than “self- 
interest” (Bruner), or speech acted from a reference 
(Searle) less static than the “index of personality” 
(Rogers), innate “I-language” competences 
(Chomsky), along with “mimetic faculties’ ’ (Ben¬ 
jamin) remain carried along like a “cod at the end 
of a string” by Diogenes’s laughter, since “language 
is what we try to know concerning the function of 
lalangue” (Lacan). Language is the text-usury of 
meaning beyond what it can insure without the 
immediate transfer to the “Other,” barred as a 
disconrse in itself, and as possession by language. 
Language is the “other” halved by the coin(age) 
exchanged for style at the “locus in which speech is 
constituted” (Lacan). 
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Leahy, D.G. 

b. 20 March 1937, Brooklyn, New York, 
USA 

Philosopher and theologian 

Our most radical and comprehensive postmodern 
thinker is D.G. Leahy, whose “thinking now 
occurring for the first time” is at once a thinking 
fulfilling and transcending Western metaphysical 
and theological thinking and a thinking establish¬ 
ing a radically new world. His work begins with 
Novitas Miindi (1980), an extraordinarily difficult 
book thinking through “the history of the percep¬ 
tion of Being” from Aristotle through Heidegger, 
and concluding with three substantial appendices 
revolving about the reahty of this new transcen¬ 
dental historical thinking, the now existing thought 
of “faith,” and that absolutely new pure thinking 
celebrating an apocalyptic resurrection which is the 
glorification of existence itself This is a glorifica¬ 
tion fuUy executed in Foundation: Matter the Body Itself 
(1996), a truly comprehensive thinking through of a 
revolutionary metanoiesis which is now the founda¬ 
tion of society itself, and one embodying a total 
transformation of consciousness. 

Absolute body is Leahy’s deepest image of this 
new totality, a body which itself is absolute 
apocalypse, and what now occurs for the first time 
is the perception in essence of the body or existence 
itself, effected now in essence in the missajubilaea or 
the apocalyptic glorification of existence. Indeed, 
this is the apocalyptic beginning of a new universe, 
with the advent of an absolutely new matter 
precluding the present possibility of that abyss or 
absolute nothingness which is the ultimate ground 
of modernity, and history is essentially transcended 
for the first time by the death of death itself. This 
occurs only in that new matter or body which is the 
absolutely unconditioned exteriority of the world 
itself, an exteriority ending every possible selfhood, 
an ending which is the beginning of the end of time 
and the world. 

Yet the essential perception of body itself is the 
perception of God in God in essence, one 
occurring only after what full modernity knows as 
the death of God, for now a resurrection of God 
has occurred, the final arrival of a completely 
sensible omnipotence, and this is nothing less than 
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tlie final nothingness of the transcendent God. 
“God is in fact (being there) in the absolute 
nullification of God” (Leahy 1980: 364), and the 
arrival of this final nothingness is the beginning of 
an absolutely pure “nothing” (Leahy 1996: 621), 
the beginning of the “simplicity” of omnipotence 
itself, a simplicity which is the simplicity of God 
and world at once. Now body is aU in all, and is so 
because every actual way away from the body has 
now ended, and ended in that resurrection which is 
“the body itself,” or that absolute apocalypse which 
is the new creation. Only Leahy among our 
contemporary thinkers has created a purely and 
totally apocalyptic thinking, and if this thinking 
truly is thinking, then the darkness of our world is 
now ending, and ending in the advent of an 
absolute celebration of the totality of existence or 
“the body itself” 
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Leiris, Michel 

b. 20 April 1901, Paris, France; d. 30 
September 1990, Paris, France 

Writer and ethnographer 

Leiris can be considered as the inventor of the 
postmodern autobiography. He was obsessed by 
death, and his autobiographic work is an endless 
effort to free himself from the “trap” of death, to 
ward off his “inner demons.” His theory of 


autobiography contrasts with the traditional con¬ 
cept of the genre. For Simone de Beauvoir, for 
example, a novel, “which involves fiction” requires 
more “constructional effort” than “an autobio¬ 
graphic narrative, which involves reality.” The 
writer of an autobiography may, therefore, allow 
himself or herself to say certain things in a “flat” 
way, because he or she is for the readers a “real” 
person (de Beauvoir, video about herself). 

Thus defmed, autobiographic narrative enters 
the category of what Barthes called “readerly 
texts.” Michel Leiris’s autobiography is truly a 
“wiiterly text.” One could describe his technique 
as “cut and paste.” As far back as 1925, Leiris, then 
a surrealist, was already what is known as 
practicing “la technique du bout a bout” with his 
everyday dreams (associating them one next to the 
other, according to their analogy) in order to 
discover a possible message. In his autobiography, 
Leiris proceeds similarly: he drops out the dates, 
breaks up the different events of his life, and 
scatters them all over, rendering the narrative a 
complex puzzle for the reader to solve. But the 
difference between Leiiis's theory and the tradi¬ 
tional one, is not only in the technique, it is in the 
concept of the Self as object of quest. Leiris 
confronts the question of the thinking/writing “I,” 
debated by Foucault in The Order of Things: what if 
the cogito does not lead to being? What if the 
thinking “is rwf’? (1970: 322—8). Later Foucault, in 
The Thought From Outside, comes up with the 
concept / speak, therefore 1 am not, showing how 
everything is a matter of language. When, 
confronted with his failure in the face of death, 
Leiris proceeds in a similar way to “cheat” death 
by engaging in a type of hterary “suicide.” This 
suicide consists of hiding behind this puzzled 
narrative, and “self mutilation” through embarras¬ 
sing confessions (known as “autovampirism”), 
allowing him to triumph symbohcaUy over death. 
As a result of this game of hide-and-seek with the 
reader (and death), Leiris produces an apparendy 
self-referential narration that opens up onto a 
“nothingness.” How'ever, it is in that very “noth¬ 
ingness” that what Michel Leiris calls a “fraud” is 
committed. As Riffaterre writes, Leiris’s autobio¬ 
graphy is “a beaconing marked out for explora¬ 
tion”; it constantly defies the reader who then 
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becomes an “archeologist in the temporal plunge 
into the text’s unconsciousness” (1990). 
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JOSEPH E. MWANTUALI 

Levi-Strauss, Claude 

b. 1908, Brussels, Belgium 

Structural anthropologist 

Levi-Strauss was formerly Chair of Social Anthro¬ 
pology at the College de France and is a member of 
the Academie frangaise. His anthropology is an 
Enlightenment project shorn of the latter’s preten¬ 
sions to humanism and historical progress. 
Although neo-Comtean and super-rational, it is 
also a romantic reaction against modernity. 

From Rousseau (1712-78), Marx (1818-83), and 
Freud, Levi-Strauss derived his concern with 
models. These are created by isolating the relations 
between binary opposition within a given 
cultural domain such as kinship or myth; “culture” 
in turn is a set of arbitrary structural rules. 
Comparisons are made between models rather 
than between analytic isolates or observed facts in 


order to arrive at invariants. Meaning occurs in the 
transformation of isolated relationships rather than 
referentiaUy, that is, meaning is predicated upon 
the substitution of one set of relationships into 
another through algebraic operations. The struc¬ 
turalist’s models transform; change on the other 
hand is a property of reality. 

Levi-Strauss is sometimes accused of ignoring 
history. However, in a debate with Sartre (1905-80) 
he argued that Western historiography is “our” 
myth. Historiographical concepts are conscious, 
relative and arbitrary categorizations and hence 
are not universal. (This position is sometimes 
compared to Foucault’s episteme.) Our “hot” 
society embraces time in the form of an ideology or 
progress and is energized by class and power 
differences. “Cold” “primitive” societies maintain 
a homeostatic balance in part through an ideology 
that denies temporal change social efficacy. He 
denies that his is a science of totalization; rather, 
it is a method. 

Rousseau, Durkheim (1858-1917), and Mauss 
(1872—1950) helped Levi-Strauss to overcome 
obsessions with historical origins. Marriage systems 
ensured the exchange of women between groups 
just as words circulate in language systems. The 
incest taboo, which regulated that exchange, is 
responsible for the transition from Nature to 
Culture. However, this is expressed by Levi-Strauss 
in terms of logical rather than chronological 
priority. Levi-Strauss’s claim that binary thought 
(for example, Nature/Gulture, sacred/profane, 
hot/cold) is a fundamental property of mind led 
Derrida to charge him with logocentrism. 

The passage from France to New York in 1941 
brought Levi-Strauss in touch with the anthropol¬ 
ogist Franz Boas (1858-1942) and the surrealist 
artist Max Ernst, whose influences are clear: “Boas 
was also one of the first to insist on an essential fact 
in the human sciences: the laws of language 
function on an rmconscious level... [while] Max 
Ernst built personal myths out of images borrowed 
from another culture... In the Mythology books 
[Mythologiques, 4 Vols.] I also cut up a mythological 
subject and recombined the fragments to bring out 
more meaning” (Levi-Strauss and Eribon 1991: 39, 
35). The laws of language he would introduce into 
his study of myth, while the collages of Ernst 
epitomize Levi-Strauss’s development of the con- 
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cept of “bricolage” wherein already formed 
cultural artifacts are rearranged to make up the 
body of the myth. But unlike Freud’s uncon¬ 
scious, Levi-Strauss’s is one of contradictions and 
oppositions; and whereas for Lacan the rmcon- 
scious is structured like a language, for Levi-Strauss 
it is “empty” of content but not structure. It is like a 
grammar that places structural constraints upon 
the preconscious (the lexicon) and hence on 
experience (the sentence). Since eategories of 
thought are a socialized a priori, agency is thus 
constrained by structure while subjectivity is 
minimized. Hence mind mirrors society dialecti¬ 
cally. 

Returning to France from Brazil in 1948, and 
after defending his doctoral thesis, Levi-Strauss 
assumed the position of director of Studies at licole 
Pratique des Hautes Etudes in 1950. In 1955 he 
wrote “The Anthropological Study of Myth” and 
in 1960 “Le Geste d’Asdiwal,” both of which 
established the structural study of mythology. 
Utilizing Saussure’s methods, Levi-Strauss ap¬ 
proached myths not as a diachronic meaningful 
narrative, but rather as a synchronic example of 
the unconscious process of mediating and trans¬ 
forming paradoxes; myth is a language, a language 
of signs. 

In 1962, Roman Jakobson and Levi-Strauss 
(now holding his chair at the College de France) 
published their structuralist analysis of Baudelaire’s 
Les Chats. Like his approach to myth, the analysis of 
Les Chats rejected a linear diachronic investigation 
founded upon an originary moment and utihzed a 
synchronic analysis wherein binary oppositions and 
their resolution were focussed upon. In this poem, 
female/male is a fundamental binary opposition 
which is metaphorically re-presented by cats/ 
scholars, sensuality/logic, inside/outside, while 
the opposition itself is resolved through recourse 
to androgyny. Several issues in structuralism 
become erident in the work of Levi-Strauss: the 
unconscious socialization of the human being is 
revealed in the linguistic structures (see linguis¬ 
tics) that lie beneath culture; difference and 
relational properties are underscored as mean¬ 
ingful; and the “text” becomes a cultural artifact. 

In May of 1968, structuralism came under fire 
as French university students shouted “down with 
structuralism”: structuralism was rejected and 


poststructuralism embraced. Levi-Strauss refused 
to use the term “structuralism” in his text The View 
From Afar, and continues to distance himself from 
the term. Structuralism had introduced the linguis¬ 
tic turn, poststructuralism the interpretive turn; 
however, the two are akin in their reliance on 
language. 

Structuralism had escaped Levi-Strauss’s inten¬ 
tions, but the structuralist tendencies that echo in 
semiology (Barthes), in difference (Derrida), in 
language as formative of the human psyche 
(Lacan), and in the notion of discourse (Fou¬ 
cault) suggest that the dichotomous relationship 
between structuralism and poststructuralism con¬ 
tinues to inform Western ways of knowing. 

See also: code; structuralism 
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Levinas^ Emmanuel 

b. January 1906, Kaunas, Lithuania; d. 
25 December 1995, Paris, France 

Philosopher and religious thinker 

Trained in philosophy with the founding figures of 
phenomenology, Emmanuel Levinas played an 
important role in introducing this movement into 
France. His early work included co-authoring the 
first French translation of Husserl’s work, and 
writing many interpretive essays on Husserl and 
Heidegger. 

In an age when the end of metaphysics and the 
death of God seem to have ruined the possibility 
of ethical discourse, Levinas stands apart for his 
discourse on obligation, responsibility, and his 
frequent use of religious language. This has led 
some commentators to remark that he is perhaps 
the least postmodern of the postmoderns, or is 
postmodern only by being premodern, biblical 
even. Whereas for Heidegger, the end of meta¬ 
physics calls us to think of the oblivion of Being 
which has been forgotten in the history of 
philosophy, for Levinas, it is ethics which has been 
forgotten or overlooked by metaphysics. Thus, 
ethics, far from being integrally connected to 
metaphysics, is what most remains for thinking in 
the postmodern age. 

The whole of Levinas’s philosophical work is 
sustained by the claim that ethics precedes all other 
philosophical disciplines. Levinas argues that the 
comprehension of Being (ontology) presupposes a 
relationship with a being, and this relation is from 
the first, ethical. 

The first major work in which Levinas puts forth 
his ethical critique of Western philosophy was 
Totality and Infinity. This work interprets the history 
of philosophy as the attempt to comprehend reality 
within an aU inclusive totality, one which admits 
nothing other than or exterior to itself. This totality 
does not let the alterity or exteriority of the 
Other appear as such, instead reducing it to the 
same. For Levinas, the Other is beyond negativity 
or opposition. It is absolutely other, irreducible to 
any third or neutral term common to it. 

In the more mature work Otherwise than Being or 
Beyond Essence, Levinas’s focus shifts to a description 
of the genesis and structure of subjectivity. 


Levinas uncovers a dimension of subjectivity which 
precedes and undoes the arche or origin of aU 
beings. This dimension is responsibility. In a 
chaUenging and disturbing thought, Levinas asserts 
that the subject’s responsibility for the Other goes 
to the extreme point of substitution for the Other. 
That is, it bears responsibility for what the other is 
responsible for, even if this other is its persecutor. 

While Levinas has been lauded for introducing 
alterity and ethics into postmodern thought, his 
ethical thought has not gone without criticism. 
Pointing to the negativity inherent in the word with 
which Levinas designates the beyond (In-finite), 
Jacques Derrida argues that the only way for 
Levinas to state the beyond or the absolutely Other 
is from within the language and conceptuality of 
the metaphysical tradition. Violence is therefore 
inevitable, as it haunts even the attempt to state 
what lies beyond it. 
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JEFFREY KOSKY 

liminality 

LiminaUty is the state of being betwixt or between, 
derived from the Latin word Rmen, or “threshold.” 
The term has been used primarily by anthropol¬ 
ogist Arnold Van Gennep and his contemporary, 
Victor Turner, to describe the nebulous social and 
spiritual location of persons in ritual rites of 
passage. Their work has focused on the sites of 
betrothal, adolescence and other nebulous states of 
initiation in which an individual’s status of kinship 
or influence in the community is undecidable. 
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The concept of liminality does not necessarily 
indicate an occupation of the “center” as in an 
equidistant or otherwise fixed position between 
extremes. Rather, liminality denotes an indetermi¬ 
nate (see indeterminacy) existence between two 
or more spatial or temporal realms, states, or the 
condition of passing through them. A postmodern 
understanding of this term rejects the privileging of 
any clearly definable center over a broader sense of 
middle ground with indistinct boundaries. A 
postmodern liminality, likewise, considers the 
process or passage equally important as the end 
result, or destination. 

Liminality has also been a popular concept in 
hterary studies, particularly in the 1980s as a result 
of increased critical attention to literature depicting 
the life phases of immigrant, exUe, border and 
ethnic identities. The treatment of liminal experi¬ 
ence in literary studies involves postmodern themes 
of dislocation, identity/seUhood and transmission of 
culture, for example, the negotiations of straddhng 
two or more cultural Identities or challenging the 
totalizing impulses of dominant culture. 
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LISA M. ORTIZ 

line of flight 

Line of flight is a term used by Gilles Deleuze and 
Felix Guattari to denote a creative activity of 


evasion, a process of pure becoming, or an event of 
pure differentiation. The French, line de fuite, has 
the sense of escape or disappearance, and is related 
to the term for the vanishing point of perspective 
drawing {point de fuite). This makes it tempting to 
interpret lines of flight as akin to horizontal 
structures. However, Deleuze and Guattari’s use 
of “line” has more to do with movements or 
processes than with static structures. It fits within 
the larger perspective of a spatio-temporal carto¬ 
graphy that they develop for the purpose of 
analyzing concrete social fields. 

The purpose of such a cartography is to allow 
for the analysis of concrete social fields in terms of 
the complex and multi-layered processes and 
relationships that form them and determine their 
development, while at the same time being able to 
identify in these processes and relationships what 
remains open ended and subject to change. To do 
this, Deleuze and Guattari develop an analytic 
technique that avoids reifying in advance any 
particular set of forms, structures, or processes that 
might appear in the social field (for example, the 
subject, the institution, the Oedipus complex, the 
State). Within this context, hnes of flight can be 
understood in two ways. In the first instance, they 
are specific openings and mutations within the 
assemblages that populate a concrete social field. 
In the second, all the hnes of flight taken together 
constitute an element of openness and non- 
determinacy within the structure of any assemblage 
in general, and which Deleuze and Guattari name 
the plane of immanence or of consistency. 

Assemblages can take many different forms and 
operate in many different domains, but they can 
stiU be described somewhat generally. In the first 
chapter of A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and 
Guattari describe an assemblage as a complex of 
“lines and measurable speeds” (Deleuze and 
Guattari 1987: 4) that has two sides or dimensions. 
The first of these faces involves what they call 
strata. This is the dimension wherein the elements 
of an assemblage are coded, articiflated, or 
organized into well defined segments and terri¬ 
tories. It is through these structures that the 
assemblage can fimction “as a kind of organism, 
or signifying totality, or determination attributable 
to a subject” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 4). This 
whole dimension of an assemblage constitutes what 
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Deleuze and Parnet call, in the fourth chapter of 
Diabgues, its plane of organization. The other side 
of an assemblage is the one that faces what Deleuze 
and Guattari call the body without organs 
“which is continually dismanding the organism, 
causing asignifying particles or pure intensities to 
pass or circrdate, and attributing to itself subjects 
that it leaves with nothing more than a name as the 
trace of an intensity” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 
4). This mutational and transformative aspect of an 
assemblage, composed of lines of flight rather than 
lines of articulation or organization, is called the 
plane of consistency 

The plane of organization is a transcendent 
structure that itself refers to a supplementary 
dimension of overcoding for its principle of 
organization, while the plane of consistency and 
the body without organs to which it refers are both 
immanent to the assemblage itself This, in turn, 
accounts for the fact that, rather than counter- 
posing the plane of organization to the plane of 
consistency in terms of an opposition between 
territories and deterritorializations, as if what was 
at stake were really a static distinction between 
being and becoming or identify and difference, 
Deleuze and Guattari choose to describe the 
relationship in terms of two contrary movements 
that are always supplanting each other: dcterritor- 
ialization and reterritorialization. 

Each of these planes is composed of multiple 
lines of flight or articulation, as the case may be. 
But it is the lines of flight that prevent assemblages 
from becoming completely closed, stable totalities. 
In this way, lines of flight have a degree of priority 
over all other elements in an assemblage. As pure 
or abstract phenomena of velocity or movement, 
lines of flight are both deterritorializing and 
untimely. They are pure phenomena of difference. 
But it is also for this reason that they are never 
stable and cannot sustain themselves indefinitely. 
Deleuze and Guattari insist that even these pure 
mutations are always subject to various degrees of 
reterritorialization. The basic function of the line of 
flight is to traverse all the structures of organization 
present in an assemblage “towards a destination 
that is unknown, not foreseeable, and not pre¬ 
existent” (Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 125). But even 
when they are directed against a set of pre-existent 
structures, the activity of drawing a line of flight 


can never lead to the total overcoming of all fixed 
structures or any possibility of reterritorialization. 
Therefore, even this most radical appearance of 
difference belongs essentially within the structure 
of the assemblage which is understood as a process 
of continual disorganization and reorganization. If 
this is true, then it also remains the case that 
further lines of flight can always be drawn and that 
even the most rigidly organized aspects of an 
assemblage will not achieve the total closure of a 
fixed unity. 
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EDWARD P. KAZARIAN 

Lingis^ Alphonso 

Existentialist and phenomenologist 

Beginning from an early appreciation for the 
phenomenological tradition. Alphonso Lingis ela¬ 
borates an increasingly idiosyncratic and poeticaUy 
expressed phenomenology of perception and 
sensation, doubly inflected by his concerns with 
erotic desire and ethics, that explores the 
relationship between the self, the other, and the 
other-in-the-self Drawing in particular on the work 
of Emmanuel Levinas (1906-96) — whom he has 
translated extensively into English - but also on the 
work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1907-61), 
Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), Immanuel Kant 
(1724-1804), and Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-80), 
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Lingls explores the ways in which the environment 
(both human and natural) makes demands on the 
self, at the level of ethics and, even more 
fundamentally, at the level of perception. Thus it 
is significant that most of Lingis’s texts are richly 
illustrated with photographs taken by him on his 
many travels around the world: the photographs 
embody moments of contact between the philoso¬ 
pher and his world, contact in which the 
subjectivity of the philosopher becomes implicated 
in the alterity of those he photographs. 

Lingis’s interest in erotic desire as a paradigmatic 
case of contact between the self and the other, and 
the ways that contact frames and orders our notions 
of subjectivity, is clearly evident in his earliest work, 
and extends into such later texts as Foreign Bodies and 
Abuses. Eroticism figures as a primary expression of 
the (ethical) demands made on the subject by the 
alterity of the other; the erotic other, for Lingis, 
implicates the subject in its eroticism, and in so 
doing approaches the subject with the force of an 
imperative. But eroticism is not the only manifesta¬ 
tion of alterity that Lingis finds compelling. In 
Deathbound Subjectivity and also in the later The 
Community of Those Who Have Nothing In Common, he 
explores the ways in which death, and particularly 
the death of the other, demands that the subject 
respond to the other by taking responsibility; by 
virtue of making this ethical demand, then, the 
prospect of the other’s death becomes for Lingis the 
possibility of a community that can enfold those 
who share no common language, religion, eco¬ 
nomic interests, or familial or racial ties. 

In his works of the late 1990s, Lingis’s reflections 
on the double demand made on the subject by the 
mortality and eroticism of the human other give 
way to the claim, against an excessive emphasis (in 
ethical theorists as diverse as Kant and Levinas) on 
human interaction, that the non-human world 
itself orders our perceptions of it. Insisting on the 
need for a phenomenology that does not impose an 
artificial conceptual wholeness on the world that it 
analyzes, he argues in Sensation: Intelligibility in 
Sensibility and The Imperative that sensual contact 
with the non-human world seduces the subject with 
its own fragmentary and fragmenting demands, 
demands that structure subjectivity even more 
fundamentally than the ethical demands made by 
the human other. In so doing, Lingis simulta¬ 


neously echoes familiar postmodern themes and 
suggests, in a move reminiscent of the work of 
GiUes Deleuze, the possibility of a “return” to a 
pre-Kantian world of things in themselves. 
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JUDITH L. POXON 

linguistics 

Linguistics is the study of the structural relation¬ 
ships of subjects and objects in the world and their 
connection to hmnan behavior, meaning-making 
and communication. Two strands of linguistic 
imderstanding occur in contemporary Western 
thought. The first strand, Cartesian linguistics, 
often referred to as the double-subject, is summar¬ 
ized in Descartes observation, “1 think, therefore I 
am,” and depends upon a speaking subject (the “I” 
or cogito) and the subject of the statement (the “I” 
or sum). The second strand, derived from 
Nietzsche’s thoughts on the deceptiveness of 
language, critiques the constancy and sameness of 
the double-subject. Gurrendy, the Cartesian ap¬ 
proach is evidenced in Chomskyan-based transfor¬ 
mative-generative linguistic analysis. The many 
effects of Nietzsche’s propositions on postmodern 
rhetoric and language appear in the work of 
Martin Heidegger, Emile Benveniste, Michel 
Foucault, GiUes Deleuze and Felix Guattari, and 
Jean-Francois Lyotard. 

Origin 

In the Western tradition, the classical Greeks and 
the Bible each share in early discussions of 
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language. The problem of naming objects marks 
the beginning of the origin of human language. 
Plato’s Cratylus introduces Aristode to the ques¬ 
tions of naming that were first addressed by 
Socrates, which leads Aristotle to debate the 
concept of naming in metaphor in his Poetics. A 
parallel discussion of the classification of objects by 
name oceurs in Book II of Genesis with the parable 
of how the animals were named. 

Both aecounts suggest there is a “name-giver,” a 
universal subject who understands how to assign 
sounds and syllables to an object with regularity. 
Marcus Terentius Varro expanded this early 
discussion to Latin in his De lingua Latina, the first 
full account of syntax and etymology that became 
the foundation for grammar. QuntiUian advances 
Varro’s work to explain the systemic regularity for 
the parts of speech, morphology, and grammatical 
error. 

The sixteenth century pushed linguistics into a 
more science-oriented direction. Beginning with 
Peter Ramus (1515-72), language study turned 
toward foundationahsm and hnguistic prescripti¬ 
vism in pedagogy. Ramus attacked Aristode’s and 
QuintiUian’s versions of rhetoric and language, 
reducing Aristode’s five-part rhetorical system to 
one category — ornamentalism - and dismissing 
QuintiUian’s work as being wrong-headed. Ramus 
also divided language into two classifications, 
etymology and syntax, both of which were rule- 
driven and deductive in nature. These under¬ 
standings of language functions paralleled the rise 
of scientific thinking in Western philosophy and the 
birth of prescriptivism in language study. Moreover, 
Ramus contributed to the early philosophical 
understanding of dividing self from thought by 
arguing that in a rhetorical situation the speaker 
separates one’s self from dialect. Thus, the ground¬ 
work was set for future philosophers to separate 
inner thought from language use and to consider 
only a single source from which language springs 
forth. 

Ramus’s efforts were extended in the seven¬ 
teenth century by philosopher Rene Descartes 
(1596-1650). In his work Discourse (1637), Descartes 
also attempts to revise Aristotelian understanding 
of humans as rational beings by first separating 
individuals’ mental and volitional capacities from 
their bodily abilities, a process started by Ramus. 


In the Discourse, Descartes asserts that the “I” as 
individual is a being whose primary purpose is to 
think. This suggests the “I” is pure consciousness 
or existence in perfection, since for Descartes, the 
“I” has no place and the material shell that 
contains the “I” is unimportant. This idea evolves 
further in the Meditations (1641), as Descartes 
constructs some universal, fundamental premises 
that are present in humans from birth. An 
important example of these logical propositions 
for hnguistics w'ould be the law of non-contra¬ 
diction: if something exists, it cannot not exist. 

Ramus’s and Descartes’s writings on linguistics 
become formalized in the Pori-Royal Grammar, 
published in 1662 by two teaching abbots of the 
Port-Royal Abbey in France. One of the abbots, 
Antoine Arnauld, was by training a logico- 
philosopher who was influenced by Descartes. 
The other abbot, Claude Lancelot, was a gram¬ 
marian interested in presenting general gramma¬ 
tical categories and rules for language learning. 
The intent of the Port-Royal Grammar was to 
universalize the grammatical structures of language 
in order to more easily present the material to 
students at the Abbey. Thus, in the Port-Royal 
Grammar, grammar and language evolved into a 
universalized activity that could be generalized 
through a series of rules, regardless of what 
language is spoken. The Port-Royalists were also 
central in definining the affirmation of existence in 
language through studying the copula, the to be 
verb form that gives rise to the grammatical subject 
and object of sentences. Thus, the Port-Royal 
Grammar became the foundation for the pedagogi¬ 
cal approaches to language instruction in the 
schools. 

The nineteenth century is a pivotal point for 
formalized linguistics and its development. The 
French linguist Ferdinand de Saussure attempted 
to establish a science of language - structural¬ 
ism - that isolated language as an object of study. 
Saussure’s approach intended to make language 
atemporal and ahistorical by examining language 
as single unit words that reflect differences from 
other single unit words. Furthermore, Saussure 
presented the concepts of langue (a general language 
system) and parole (a particular language use) to 
describe how language functions in action. Saus¬ 
sure also investigated the arbitrary relationship of 
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the sign (an entire object) to its signified (the 
concept) and its signifier (sound-image). Each of 
these stages was to explain how language pro¬ 
gresses in a linear order. 

In the late twentieth century, the American 
linguist Noam Chomsky adapted Cartesian 
metaphysics to the structure of language. Following 
the lines of Descartes and the Port-Royal Grammar, in 
his breakthrough study Syntactic Structures (1957) and 
a later work, Cartesian Linguistics (1966), Chomsky 
argues that children are born with three imiversal 
structures of grammar, of which only transforma¬ 
tional grammar contains the internal rules neces¬ 
sary for children to generate human language. 
Since then, Chomsky’s model of generative gram¬ 
mar in linguistics undertakes the project of 
discovering what those fundamental internal rules 
(kernel sentences) are and how speakers generate 
infinite numbers of recognizable sentences from 
those kernel sentences. 

Since its origins, linguistics promotes language 
as having a privileged position in theories of 
representation. Language, through the process of 
naming and classifying, constructs the order in 
which people remember ideas, objects, and events 
in their lives separate from real, lived experience. 
Through the pursuit of foundational linguistics, 
language develops a complex abstractness and a 
history separate from that of real contexts. Over 
time, the construction of a generalized, universal 
grammar becomes a systematic, hierarchized order 
of mental representations separate from material 
objects and real events. 

Postmodernism 

Postmodernism interrogates the temporality and 
the divisions between subject and object in 
language. Writing in the 1930s through the 1950s 
as a response to Saussure, much of Emile 
Benveniste’s linguistic method questioned the 
referent, the object, and its close relationship to 
language and thought. For Benveniste, the “I” and 
the referent (the other) are dependent and must 
have each other to exist; to reduce the relationship 
to a single primordial term is illegitimate. In his 
essay, “Subjectivity in Language,” Benveniste 
declares there is no unitary concept of “I” that 
assimilates aU speakers at every moment. There¬ 


fore, subjectivity is a creation of the discursive 
setting, not separate from it. This point is extended 
in Michel Foucault’s The Archaeology of Knowledge, 
as Foucault notes that in postmodernism a subject’s 
positions are defined by the situation and one can 
have multiple subject positions in relation to many 
groups or domains with which one identifies. 

Philosphers throughout the late nineteeth cen¬ 
tury into the twentieth century, from Nietzsche to 
Wittgenstein, Lyotard, Deleuze and Guattari, 
and numerous others, have written on the multiple 
possibilities for at least reinterpreting the earlier 
imderlying functionalist assumptions of language, if 
not radically reconceiving the canon of formal 
grammar. For Nietzsche, writing in The Gay Science, 
language and consciousness are teamed together in 
the communication process and reflect the social 
nature of language rather than some individua¬ 
lized, internal acquisition of language. Wittgen¬ 
stein’s Philosophical Investigations (1953) explores the 
complex relationships that exist between words in 
language and how the various actions words and 
language produce a kind of game that parallels the 
language games of children. Arguing against the 
strict rule-governing understandings of language 
use, Wittgenstein suggests the ways in which people 
choose and value certain words over others 
manifest specific feelings over others in language 
games. Similarity in understanding what the 
speaker said arises from how individuals interpret 
the words and utterances based on what is 
common in their range of experience. In Just 
Gaming, Lyotard discusses how postmodernist 
language games challenge Western discursive order 
through the concept of paganism and the re- 
emergence of emmciation. 

GiUes Deleuze and Felix Guattari dismande the 
premises of formal linguistics and the place of 
traditional prescriptivism in language pedagogy in 
their work, A Thousand Plateaus. Deleuze and 
Guattari’s observation that language does not 
fluctuate between something sensory and some¬ 
thing said but is always in a process of articulation 
and action underscores the notion that subjectifica- 
tion (and objectification) are the result of complex 
social relations. Therefore, in a postmodern society, 
linguistics depends upon pragmatics to effect the 
conditions of possibility in language and the usage 
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of linguistic units rather than the obligatory rule- 
governing, class-forming asocial model. 

Instead of constructing parts-of-speech classifi¬ 
cations and speech act categories, Deleuze and 
Guattari reduce the relationships of words to deeds 
to a single class: the order-words. In this theory, 
language is represented as the set of aU order- 
words, tacit assumptions or speech acts current in a 
language at a given moment in time. Countering 
the traditional belief that the relationship between 
words and acts is inward, immanent, and grounded 
in identity and information transmission, Deleuze 
and Guattari argue that linguistic relationships are 
rooted in redundancy. 

Redundancy requires two forms, frequency - 
the significance of information — and resonance — 
the subjectivity of communication, to transmit 
order-words in a society. Modern media forms, 
such as the news, network programming, video and 
audio recording, and advertising, derive from 
redundancy to tell people what they must think, 
watch, listen to, purchase, and expect from life. 
Thus, in a redundant language system, according 
to Deleuze and Guattari, there is no individualized 
enunciation nor even a subject of emmciation. In 
its place exists a collective assemblage of enuncia¬ 
tion, how words, actions, emotions are indirecdy 
transferred through the many voices and symbols 
contained within a social setting. Assemblages of 
enunciation are complex constructions, relying 
upon the constant variables of syntax, semantics, 
and phonetics that are put into play through the 
variables of enunciation; variables of expression, 
immanent acts, and the relationship of abstracdy 
observed objects or event(s) to language. The 
inclusion of pragmatics and assemblages of enun¬ 
ciation in language study leads to superhnearity, the 
erasure of a fixed, linear order of linguistic 
elements, or what Deleuze and Guattari have 
termed a rhizome model, a highly abstract 
linguistic model that contains the best and the 
worst endlessly establishing connections among 
semiotic chains, power structures, the arts, sciences, 
and social conflicts. Rhizome linguistic structures 
have no “mother tongue,” no linguistic universals, 
no idealized speakers or listeners, and no longer 
any homogeneous language communities. In place 
of these unchanging markers, multitudes of dialects 
and slangs emerge, and linguistic power arises from 


a dominant political position. Language fragments 
around religion, capital, generations, and geogra¬ 
phy. Therefore, while a rhizome structure of 
language use may be ruptured, language will form 
again along the same, similar or alternative lines. 

From a sociolinguistic perspective, Deleuze and 
Guattari also challenge the traditional understand¬ 
ings of major and minor languages by focusing on 
the social or power-related reasons as to why a 
language is distinguished as either being labeled 
“major” or “minor.” A majority language appro¬ 
priates a state of power and domination over others 
and assumes the standards by which other 
languages must measure. Minor languages are 
called so because of the functions of the language 
and the treatment the language receives in relation 
to what is considered to be a major language. Yet 
minor languages are powerful in their creativity 
and for their potential to destabilize the majority 
language. 

Postmodern ideas about language structure, use, 
and function in society subvert the canon of formal 
grammar by arguing against the traditional notions 
of language operating along the lines of true and 
false logical propositions. The postmodern intro¬ 
duction of language as a rhizomic structure 
subverts the historical diagrammatic structures 
found in traditional language study, and suggests 
that instead of language progressing in linear and 
temporal orders, language alternatively moves 
concentrically and in simultaneity through unlim¬ 
ited expansion across space and time. Thus, 
postmodern linguistics removes the prescriptivism 
of language study found in Ramus and the Port- 
Royalists, as the goal is to reconnect language to 
forms of everyday life, primarily speech and 
communication, the two products of enunciation. 

The return to orality in language use, as well as 
the look to visuality and sound as discourse 
methods in sign systems, reflect a postmodern turn 
in linguistic analysis that takes exception to older 
notions of stable, fixed, ordered movement in 
language. Moreover, postmodernism disputes the 
Enlightenment beliefs of language and thought as 
being an a priori process by resituating the 
intersection of language and thought in specific 
historical, political, economic, racial, and gendered 
contexts. Postmodernism, then, reinfuses language 
with ideology, and so linguistics becomes less 
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totalizing and more fragmented than in its 
prescriptive history leads many to believe. Linguists 
in the postmodern era attempt to reunite language 
with discourse, subject with object, words with 
ideas, and utterances with contexts and gestures. 

Additionally, these same linguists acknowledge 
that discursive systems may extend to the visual 
and aural representation of objects, as late 
twentieth-century communication now includes 
graphic images and sound that elicit meaning. In 
these contexts, perception maintains both an 
objective image (camera or computer-conscious¬ 
ness) and a subjective image (what is viewed) that 
are each fuUy constituted subjects. Again, in 
cinematic or computerized situations, an assem¬ 
blage of enunciation exists that simultaneously 
carries out the two acts of subjectivity in the form. 
Deleuze argues that images and signs in the media, 
particularly in cinema but also in computer design 
and games, catches us in a correlation between a 
perception-image and a camera or computer- 
consciousness. The images and signs no longer 
represent a globalizing image, but one that 
dissolves; undoing space, the narrative, and time. 
What remains is cliche and parody in the language 
of the new media that takes one of three possible 
tacks: an attempt to save the American Dream, an 
empty and grating experience, or a creation of a 
series of fresh images. 
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DIANE PENROD 

literary theory 

Theory can be defined as a new mode of knowl¬ 
edge in postmodern methods of interpreting 
aesthetic and cultural works. The distinction 
between theory and criticism results when the 
critic analyzes the formal object of interpretation 
by referring to the underlying semiotic and cultural 
processes in which the object (or “text”) is situated. 
In the United States, the emergence of “kterary 
theory” (which also included a theory of criticism) 
was prefigured by Rene Wellek and Austin Warren 
who, in Theory of Literature (1942), argued that every 
literary-critical practice must presuppose a theory 
of literature, even if this is narrowly defined as a set 
of critical terms or preliminary concepts that 
condition the act of interpretation. After the advent 
of poststructuralism in France and the United 
States during the 1960s and 1970s, this methodol¬ 
ogy has dominated in such a way that earlier 
methods of formalist criticism and literary history 
now appear as naive, positivist, or patently 
ideological. 

This epistemological shift was first announced in 
Barthes’s work of the early 1970s (for example, 
“From Work to Text,” “The Death of the Author”) 
in which the guiding question is no longer “what 
does it mean?” but rather, “how does it work or 
function?” As Barthes writes in his seminal 
definition of the structuralist approach to inter¬ 
pretation, “the goal of the stnrcturalist activity; 
whether reflexive or poetic, is to reconstruct an 
‘object’ in such a way as to manifest thereby the 
rules of functioning (the ‘functions’) of this object” 
(Barthes 1972: 214). Against the background of the 
formal unity of the kterary text and the coherence 
of the critical representation of the elements of 
literature (including genre, literary history, and 
authorial intention as the ultimate referent of the 
work’s meaning), Barthes and other poststructural¬ 
ists sought to reveal the discontinuous and contra¬ 
dictory nature of literary representation by 
analyzing the multiple “codes” that inform the 
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work. As a consequence, poststructuralist theories 
of literature often departed from the traditional 
role of literary criticism, the interpretation of 
individual works and authors, and instead began 
to investigate the nature of literary discourse and 
the systems that comprise it. 

In postmodernism, the evolution of literary 
theory can be roughly divided according to two 
dominant impulses. According to the first, the 
primary goal of theory was to break with the idea 
of totality. Proponents of this view understood 
structure as a notion without telos or determinant 
subject, and often privileged the function of 
literature itself as an artificial or highly reflexive 
form of representation by which language itself is 
unmasked as historically and ideologically moti¬ 
vated. The second impulse is comprised by those 
theorists and critics who saw this destructive or 
rhetorical approach to the language, including the 
historical of institutions and culture, as only a first 
stage to the discovery of another totality which had 
been repressed or alienated in the margins of 
historical representation. At the close of his 
influential essay “Structure, Sign, and Play in the 
Human Sciences,” Jacques Derrida announces 
both these impulses - which he calls the two 
dominant “interpretations of interpretation” - as 
the fundamental problematic which form the 
ultimate horizon of a postmodernism epistme. 

In The Postmodern Condition (1984), Jean-Fran^ois 
Lyotard argued the relationship between post¬ 
modernism and experimentation as the condition 
for a renewal and revitalization of earlier avant- 
garde and modernist projects of culture. According 
to Lyotard, theory is tested (or legitimated) by the 
consistency and coherence of its discourse; the 
proper medium of experimentation in the human 
sciences is discourse and, more specifically, narra¬ 
tive (Lyotard 1984). This could account for the 
peculiar temporal or historical rhythm of certain 
theories which, for a period of time, gain 
prominence as a manner of description (such as 
reader-response theories, deconstruction, and new 
historicism) which persist through a period as an 
authoritative description of the hterary process, but 
which over an ensuing period are gradually 
changed through experimentation by which the 
theory is tested and debated. In this context, 
certain theories such as reader-response and 


deconstruction must be differentiated from others 
such as Marxism and psychoanalysis. Foucault, in 
his seminal essay “What is an Author?” addressed 
this distinction as the difference between what he 
called a theory and a mode of discourse. However, 
this distinction could illustrate the historical 
importance of the language of Marxism and 
psychoanalysis which has so far withstood subse¬ 
quent experimentation. There remains something 
of an “unconscious” or “sub-structure” which is a 
properly theoretical knowledge and which, at the 
same time, is stiU a valid hypothesis to designate or 
explain the genetic element of cultural, psycholo¬ 
gical, political and historical causality. 

Hence, the proper object of theory is totality 
which is not an empirical object and, therefore, 
cannot be grasped in a comprehensive representa¬ 
tion or “world-view” (Weltanschauung); rather, spe¬ 
cific objects wiU be represented in relation to a 
determinant totality which constitutes the spec¬ 
ulative or philosophical basis of all theoretical 
knowledge. Thus, rather than judging its consis¬ 
tency with an external object, theoretical knowl¬ 
edge concerns an object that is not simple datum, 
but rather a structure or process, that cannot be 
verified in the traditional sense (such as Freud’s 
theory of the unconscious). In other words, the 
consistency of truth in theory is the internal 
coherence of the theoretical discourse itself, whose 
referent is not outside or opposed to its representa¬ 
tion, but rather becomes the description of a 
genetic system, or structure, which can account for 
seemingly remote phenomena. In the late 1950s 
and early 1960s, when psychoanalyst Jacques 
Lacan redefined the Freudian concept of the 
Unconscious as being “like a language,” he 
established a working hypothesis which also 
privileged the field of language and speech as the 
place where a coherent theory of the “Symbolic” 
could be constructed to account for diverse 
“effects” that occur in social, cultural, and political 
processes. In turn, this method was adopted by the 
French Marxist theorist Louis Althusser, who 
applied the Lacanian theory of the Symbolic to the 
field of economic and political causality. The 
importance of these two events for literature and 
literary theory was a certain method in which 
structures one finds in literary and cultural texts 
could be analyzed with a view to the relationship 
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between cultural production and the underlying or 
primary structures of politics, economy ideology, 
and history. 

In The Political Unconscious (1981), Fredric 
Jameson extended Althusser’s critique of “ex¬ 
pressive causality” (that is, mechanical or allegory 
materialist interpretation) in a manner that had 
great import for cultural and literary analysis. For 
Althusser, the notion of structure should not be 
conceived as an extrinsic essence outside its effects, 
its relations, or its forms; therefore, interpretation 
must not proceed allegorically, which would simply 
translate one level of the text into another by a 
“code” that would function as a “master-narra¬ 
tive” (Lyotard 1984), or what Roland Barthes had 
earlier called a “meta-language” (Barthes 1972). 
Instead, he re-defined the notion of a structure that 
is immanent in its effects, or as being “merely a 
specific combination of its own peculiar elements” 
(Althusser 1969; 34). As a result of this re¬ 
definition, no local or regional structiu’e, including 
language, can assume the role of a “meta¬ 
language” in interpreting other regions of the 
social symbolic. Applying Althusser’s definition of 
“structural causality,” Jameson names the properly 
speculative or hypothetical operation of theoretical 
knowledge as mediation, “as tlie invention of a set of 
terms, the strategic choice of a particular code or 
language, such that the same terminology can be 
used to analyze and articulate two distinct types of 
objects or ‘texts,’ or two very different levels of 
reality” Jameson 1981: 89). Thus, following the 
Frankfurt School’s critique of the disciphnary 
character of knowledge in bourgeois society as 
the product of alienation or reification, Jameson 
argues that the speculative dimension of theoretical 
knowledge is “strategic,” and theory itself is a 
device (or “methodological fiction”) invented by 
the analyst provisionally and politically to represent 
a “totality” which has not undergone fragmenta¬ 
tion into specialized or compartmentalized regions 
of social and cultural life Jameson 1981). 
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literature studies 

Following the emergence of semiotics and struc¬ 
tural theories of language and culture during the 
1960s and 1970s, the field of postmodern hterature 
studies was transformed by a perceptible shift of 
the object of interpretation. Where stmcturalist 
methods of interpretation concentrated on classi¬ 
fication, the creation of new taxonomies, and 
advocated a study of the underlying structures of 
literary discourse, poststrueturalist methodologies 
eschewed scientific description in favor of a more 
“de-centered” or strategic engagement with Wes¬ 
tern traditions of knowledge, including the histor¬ 
ical fields of aesthetic and literary phenomena. 
This shift can be summarized in three principle 
trends: the first is the “object” of hterary study was 
expanded to inelude other discursive forms media 
under the postmodern notions of “textuality”; the 
second was the increased authority of the reader 
and the critic over the cultural value of hterature 
which has contributed significantly to the debates 
concerning post-colonial literatures, canon-forma¬ 
tion, and minority aesthetics in the United States; 
the third trend, which in some ways proceeds from 
the first two, was the growing pohtical preoccupa¬ 
tion of critics in the fields of literature and cultural 
studies through the formation of a more dehb- 
erative and critical program of cultural criticism. 

In the early 1960s, Roland Barthes announced 
such a shift in the study of hterature and culture 
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which would follow direcdy from the expansion of 
the Saussurean project of semiotics. “It is possible 
today,” Barthes writes, “to foresee the constitution 
of a unique science of culture, which wiU certainly 
be based on various disciplines, but aU devoted to 
analyzing, at different levels of description, culture 
as language” (Barthes 1986: 13). In his influential 
1968 essay “The Death of the Author,” Barthes 
proposes to replace the study of hterature with a 
general theory of “writing,” liberating a critical 
activity that he defined as counter-theological and 
even revolutionary practice in that critical inter¬ 
pretation no longer would refer to a final 
determinate instance of meaning associated with 
the author’s intention or despotic control of 
language (Barthes 1986). He referred to this 
moment, associated with the decline (or meta¬ 
phorically, the death) of the author’s authority over 
the hterary process, as simultaneously signaling the 
birth of the reader’s critical authority over the 
cultural determination of the literary work. 
Barthes’s early and somewhat didactic pronounce¬ 
ments concerning the death of the author, a God¬ 
like figure who had been central to literary 
hermeneutics up to this moment, had wide-ranging 
effects on the study of literature. Especially in the 
United States, Barthes’s emphasis on the reader’s 
activity direcdy influenced the rise in the promi¬ 
nence of reader-response criticism, during the 
1970s, by such figures as David Bleich, Stanley 
Fish, Norman Holland, Wolfgang Iser, Mary 
Louise Pratt, and Jane Tompkins. The other major 
development or critical school was the emergence 
of deconstructive criticism in the United States and 
Great Britain, associated with the work of critics 
such as Jonathan Culler, Jacques Derrida, Paul 
de Man, Barbara Johnson, J. Hilis Miller, 
Christopher Novak and Gayatri Chakravorty 
Spivak. 

Other developments that had no less of a 
profound impact on the interpretation of literature 
during the period of the 1970s and 1980s include 
the pubhcation of philosopher Gihes Deleuze and 
psychoanalyst Felix Guattari’s anti-hermeneutic 
treatment of literature in K(^: Toward a Minor 
Literature (1975); Terry Eagjeton’s, Fredrick Ja¬ 
meson’s, and Michael Ryan’s Marxist (post- 
Althusserean) reappraisals of the socio-historical 
function of hterary discourse in Literary Theory: An 


Introduction (1983) and The Political Unconscious: 
Narrative as Socially Symbolic Act (1981) and Marxism 
and Deconstruction (1983); and finally, particularly 
after the publication of Jacques Lacan’s Ecrits 
[Writings) in 1966, the advent of psychoanalytic and 
Lacanian influenced interpretations by feminists in 
France and the United States including Juliet 
Mitchell’s influential Psychoanalysis and Feminism 
(1974), Catherine Clement and Helene Cixous’s 
The Newly Born Woman (1975), Luce Irigaray’s 
Speculum of the Other Woman (1974), and Jane 
Gallop’s The Daughter’s Seduction: Feminism and Psycho¬ 
analysis (1982). 

Along with the writings of Barthes, it was 
primarily the reception of many of the key figrues 
of the Tel Quel school that would have a major 
influence on what would later come to be known as 
postmodernism in the United States and in the 
UK. Originating in France, the Tel Quel school, 
which included such figures as Jacques Derrida, 
Michel Foucault, Julia Kristeva, and PhiUipe 
SoUers, had been influential in establishing a new 
role of cultural criticism that centered on a general 
theory of L’Ecriture. Before 1964, the journal Tel 
Quel had only been interested in the writers of the 
Nouveau Roman. After this time, however, it 
announced itself as an avant-garde journal and 
established as its principle objective an inquiry into 
the status of writing, culture, and politics from the 
perspective of several different fields: literary 
criticism, linguistics, ethnography, and psychoana¬ 
lysis. Derrida’s influence was especially pro¬ 
nounced in the earlier stages of the group; 
particularly two extremely critical essays that 
would set both the task, but also forge a new 
reception of psychoanalytic theory into “a science 
of writing.” Derrida’s essay “Freud and the Scene 
of Writing” was published by the journal in 1966, 
where a reading of Freud was offered that closely 
followed the notion of “Writing” [L’Ecriture) 
presented the following year in Of Grammatology 
(1967) and in Writing and Difference (1967). Along 
with the essay on Georges BataiUe, “From a 
Restricted to a General Economy,” which also 
appeared in Writing and Difference, this reading 
influenced Tel Quels project of a “revolutionary 
theory of Western writing.” PhiUipe SoUers was the 
principle architect of tht ]ovarrWsprogramme during 
the 1970s and 1980s. From the events that took 
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place in May of 1968, he modeled an “event” that 
definitively signaled a rupture between history and 
culture; from the major figures associated with 
UEcriture feminine, he borrowed a textual and 
political practice of writing and combined it with 
many of the key concepts of structuralism; 
finally, SoUers adapted the Derridean notions of 
“archi-trace” and “arche-writing,” and trans¬ 
formed Derrida’s major argument in Of Grammatol- 
ogy into a deliberative program that sought to 
hberate “a repressed writing” from the margins of 
Western history and culture. These principles were 
synthesized together in a cultural criticism that was 
also a novel practice of avant-garde writing which 
also, through the adoption of structuralist notions 
in the interpretation historical and cultural phe¬ 
nomena, sought to establish a new “science of the 
subject.” 

In the United States, Derrida’s work came to be 
primarily associated with the term “deconstruc¬ 
tion,” along with the work of J. HiUis Miller, 
Geoffrey Hartman, and Paul de Man (members of 
the so-called “Yale school of criticism” which was 
prominent in the field of literature studies during 
the 1980s). In his two major works. Blindness and 
Insight (1971) and Allegories of Reading (1979), de Man 
adopted many of Derrida’s major arguments, 
particularly from Of Grammatology, although shifting 
the focus of his study on the specific relationships 
between “language” and “rhetoric.” Perhaps more 
so than Derrida, de Man privileged literary^ (or 
“figurative”) language as “an entity capable of 
putting its own mode of being into question,” and 
as a critical means to unvefling the true rhetoricifi of 
other modes of language, including scientific and 
normative or referential language. Thus, in the 
conclusion of his important essay “Literary History 
and Literary Modernity,” de Man writes of the 
need to revise the foundations of literary history 
and to extend this notion beyond the historically 
delimited field of “literature” as such, since “the 
basis for historical knowledge are not empirical 
facts but mitten texts, even if these texts masquer¬ 
ade in the guise of wars and revolutions” (de Man 
1971: 165). The American literary critic J. HiUis 
Miller synthesized the work of de Man and Derrida 
into an approach that was specific to the rhetorical 
study of literary texts, and often did not stray too 
far from the format of more traditional close 


reading of specific and well-known literary works. 
However, in an essay on the future methodology 
for literary studies, MiUer forecasts that “a properly 
literary discipline would cease to be exclusively a 
repertoire of ideas, of themes, and of the varieties 
of human psychology [but] would become once 
more phUology, rhetoric, an investigation of the 
epistemology of tropes” (MUler 1972: 451). The 
major tenet that both of these critics shared with 
Derrida was that there was no extra-linguistic 
reality before or behind the construction of signs 
which could serve as the basis (or support) of 
“interpretation” and, thus, no stable system of 
reference that is not exposed to what de Man called 
at several points “referential aberration” (which 
would also include the distortion of reference 
caused by ideological consciousness). This view, 
coupled with the French philosopher Jean-Frangois 
Lyotard’s later renunciation of aU “meta-narra- 
tives” in The Postmodern Condition (1983), have 
become the major hallmarks of postmodern 
literature studies. 

Both of the above assertions express a common 
characteristic of the postmodern sensibility as the 
self-conscious, often ironic, awareness of history 
and culture as highly artificial constructs; hence, 
the primacy of the metaphor of “textuality” 
which runs through many of the theoretical 
narratives of postmodernism only extends the 
earlier discoveries of Saussure and Levi-Strauss 
of the social construction of signs to cover aU areas 
of human activity, including human consciousness 
and subjectivity. In the mid-1980s, Marxist critics 
Terry Eagleton and Fredric Jameson critiqued this 
“cultural dominant” Jameson) as itself only the 
symptomatic manifestation of a late-capitalist, post¬ 
industrial society in which social reality is struc¬ 
tured by different contradictory and fragmented 
“language games.” Thus, both Eagleton and 
Jameson criticize the assertions made by de Man 
and other deconstructive and poststructurafist 
thinkers that the past is only accessible in textual 
form, as well as their privileging of a highly- 
reflexive (or ironic) critical procedure modeled on 
literary “close reading” and rhetoric. In their view, 
such postmodern critical strategies are devoid of 
any “genuine historicity” Jameson) in that they 
bracket “the real or historical past” (Eagleton 
1985: 67), replacing the latter with a merely 
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discursive reality that effaces the social, historical, 
and existential dimensions of a past whieh persists 
in the present as “an ultimate object” of concern 
(Jameson 1992: 67). 

Responding to many of the above criticisms of 
the postmodern, Canadian critic Linda Hutcheon 
published A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, 
Fiction (1988). In this work, Hutcheon champions 
the postmodern strategies of parody and pastiche 
(examples of which she draws primarily from works 
of contemporary art, architecture, hterature, as 
weU as mass cultural forms) as manners of engaging 
a creative and highly historical dialogue with the 
past, since “even the most self-conscious and 
parodic of contemporary works do not try to 
escape, but indeed foreground the historical, social, 
ideological contexts in which they have existed and 
continue to exist” (Hutcheon 1988; 24—5). “Parody 
is a perfect postmodern form,” Hutcheon writes, 
“for it paradoxically incorporates and challenges 
that which it parodies” (Hutcheon 1988: 11). Thus, 
rather than imprisoning the past in a depthless 
discursive game as Jameson and Eagleton argue, 
Hutcheon contends that the postmodern critical 
and textual practice of the “para-hterary” (a term 
she borrows from art critic Rosiland Krauss) offers 
a “liberating challenge to the definition of 
subjectivity and creativity that has for too long 
ignored the role of history in art and thought” 
(Hutcheon 1988: 11). 
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little narrative 

The term “litde narrative” was introduced byjean- 
Frangois Lyotard (1924—98) to describe the type 
of possibilities or strategies available in postmo¬ 
dernity. The term is related to Ludwig Wittgen¬ 
stein’s “languagegames” Little narratives are pagan 
strategies according to Lyotard; that is, they 
resemble the kind of negotiations that pagans 
engaged in because they had to deal with a 
multiplicity of deities. In a pagan world, one 
negotiated his/her destiny in the absence of 
complete information: a conflict with god mas¬ 
querading as a beggar might easily provoke his 
anger, and trying to appease the deity of a stream 
might aggravate the deity of the woods. Without a 
set of rules for dealing with situations, pagans 
employed ruse and language games. By contrast, 
organized monotheistic religions, offered a system 
of understanding the world and a code of 
prescribed behavior; they were in other words 
grand narratives (see grand narrative). Litde 
narratives, according to Lyotard, become promi¬ 
nent when the grand narratives of modernity lose 
their credibihty. In a field where political interven¬ 
tion on a large scale is a near impossibility, only 
local intervention appears like a viable solution. 
Modernity dealt with issues in a global context, 
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postmodemity only allows dealing with things in 
their specificity. For example, women’s empower¬ 
ment has a different meaning in a western capital 
and in a village in Bangladesh; a blanket definition 
privileges one situation over the other and does not 
allow for real solutions. Besides language games, 
Lyotard has also used the term “paralogy” or 
“paralogism” as alternatives for “little narrative”; 
“paralogy” (from the Greek parahgon, strange, 
unexpected or even contrary to reason) suggests 
an unexpected, counter-intuitive move. 

Litde narratives was the term introduced by 
Lyotard in his text The Postmodern Condition (1984) as 
the postmodern alternative to grand narratives. In 
this particular text Lyotard makes hmited use of the 
term, discussing mainly the emergence within the 
context of the great sciences of a number of 
scientific theories which put to question our 
understanding of the progress of knowledge since 
the mid-twentieth century. Instances of such 
scientific little narratives are Godel’s theorem, 
quantum physics, fractals, and catastrophe theory; 
each of them introduces discontinuities in a 
scientific field, exceptions that do not submit to 
the classic nomological paradigm of organized 
scientific knowledge. For example, quantum phy¬ 
sics, which adequately accounts for the behavior of 
subatomic particles, is incompatible with relativity, 
which describes all other magnitudes of physical 
phenomena, an incompatibility that persists despite 
attempts to produce a unified theory of modern 
physics. Litde narratives emphasize dissension 
within a discursive horizon of consensus that is 
never reached. Such moves call into question the 
efficacy of grand narratives or scientific paradigms 
and allow complexity to emerge. 

In Just Gaming (1985), a book-length conversa¬ 
tion between Lyotard and the editor of the French 
Literary Quarterly UEsprit, little narratives acquire 
a wider significance in connection to paganism. 
Lyotard proposes that paganism aims at the 
multiplication of litde narratives. This helps to 
clarify a common misunderstanding of the claims 
of The Postmodern Condition: postmodernism is not 
the replacement of grand narratives by litde 
narratives, but rather the conditions by which litde 
narratives become viable political strategies. BiU 
Readings (1960-94) clarifies the distinction be¬ 
tween modernism and postmodernism in Intro¬ 


ducing Lyotard (1991) by suggesting that in 
modernism grand narratives link httie narratives 
in parallel (one next to the other) around a central 
referent, whereas in postmodernism litde narra¬ 
tives are linked serially (one after the other). This 
formal rather than historieal understanding eluei- 
dates the definition that Lyotard provides at the 
end of The Postmodern Condition: there, he claims that 
postmodernism is not a concrete historical period 
following modernity, but rather a set of conditions 
that have existed in various historical periods, 
including antiquity and the late twentieth century'. 
Litde narrative belongs to the constellation of 
terms that Lyotard relates to phrasing (finking of 
terms or actions) along with the differend (a 
conflict for which there is no available juridical 
precedent) and peregrinations (the type of phrasing 
or litde narrative that a philosopher constructs in 
engaging with ideas; see peregrination). 

While little narratives offer possibilities to 
express differences and complexity in postmoder¬ 
nity, they do not always result in strategic mobilify. 
This ambiguity is best demonstrated in the case of 
feminism. A series of progressive fragmentations 
within feminism along the lines of race, class, 
sexuality, and ethnicity (as well multiple subdivi¬ 
sions within) have brought the prospects of political 
intervention at an impasse. This impasse is best 
expressed by the emergence of postfeminism, a 
reaction to the political emancipatory program 
suggested by feminism expressing tiredness and 
disgust towards minoritarian politics and promot¬ 
ing what many regard as masculinist views of 
women. The political ambiguity of litde narratives 
is further aggravated when we consider how easily 
they can be interpreted as plausible late capitalist 
strategies: Small capital investors, part-time career 
parents, corporate telecommuters represent highly 
successful little narratives in the context of 
capitalism. Despite Lyotard’s own radical political 
program and history of activism, his work con- 
standy presents critical thinking with a profound 
tension between a descriptive and a prescriptive 
(that is, political) reading of the postmodern 
condition, a problematic characteristic of litde 
narratives and central to the concerns of post¬ 
modern theory (for a general discussion of how this 
problematic plays out in the context of French 
theory, see Starr (1995)). 
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logocentrism 

The belief in rational language and thought is that 
for something to exist, it must have presence in 
reality. Logocentrism describes how Western ra¬ 
tionality is grounded in the bipolarities linked to 
the concept of presence versus absence to define 
reality: good/evil, day/night, being/nothingness, 
presence/absence, mind/matter, man/woman, 
speech/writing, and so on. 

Origin 

The term “logocentrism” is derived from the Greek 
word logos (speech, logic, reason, God’s word) and 
centrism (to center upon or focus). In the philoso¬ 
phical and rhetorical traditions since the classical 
Greeks, the spoken word and reason have been 
elevated over the written word and emotion. This 
privileging of speech and logic occurred because the 
ancients perceived it better for a speaker and a 
listener to be in close proximity to an utterance. The 
immediacy of the speaker and the listener suggested 
that aU participants knew what the other meant. 


that each intended what was said, and knew what 
the other said, since there was no temporal or spatial 
difference between the two parties. Distance or 
absence from the spoken word posed an opportu¬ 
nity for misunderstanding utterances and to open 
meaning to multiple forms of interpretation. 

Since Aristode, logocentiic presence has been 
equated with Being. Being is equivalent to 
“existence” in much of Western metaphysical 
thought. Presence as Being is an attempt to 
characterize existence or reality either as a whole 
or as particular parts that are immediate to the 
speaker and listener. The binary opposition that 
represent logocentric thinking reflect the hierarch¬ 
ical reasoning inherent in a culture’s thoughts 
about reality. Given that any language maintains 
certain biases toward distinguishing reality, the 
dichotomous structures found in logocentrism teU 
us much in reference to how a culture uses and 
misuses concepts to create a fixed mental frame¬ 
work that every rational mind in the culture must 
adopt to reflect the same reality. 

Logocentrism depends upon a two-valued 
orientation mindset that speakers and listeners 
configure in a specific manner. These two choices 
are not unbiased opposites. In logocentric reason¬ 
ing, the first term indicates presence; the second 
term, absence or the fall away from that which is 
present. The dividing mark - the scission (indicated 
by the /) - constructs a central and irreducible 
association between the terms. Over time in a 
culture that promotes dichotomous thinking, these 
terms and their associations become “natural” 
classifications and responses. 

Postmodernism 

The critique of logocentric thinking started with 
Friedrich Nietzsche in the late nineteenth cen¬ 
tury. Nietzsche questioned the ancient Greeks’ 
centering of language in logic. Arguing that 
language is rooted in one’s perception and 
experience, Nietzsche theorized that language is 
not dichotomous, as the Greeks suggested, but 
perspectival, and it functions in a synecdochic way. 
This leads Nietzsche to raise counter-arguments to 
the Greeks’ claims that language has precise 
meanings and intentions. For Nietzsche, language 
is metonymic and subject to the speaker’s knowl- 
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edge; therefore language can transfer meanings 
other than those intended; although, certain 
linguistic or rhetorical traits become established 
or fixed in a society’s daily language patterns and 
so become common usage. Individuals interpret 
those terms according to their own experiences, 
perceptions, and knowledge about the world. 
According to Nietzsche, there are no universal 
structures or absolute statements about the world, 
only positions limited by one’s capacity for - and 
the two constraints of - language (abstractness and 
historicity). Thus, linguistic meaning always under¬ 
goes a process of becoming and is always socially 
constructed in Nietzsche’s theory. 

Martin Heidegger expanded Nietzsche’s dis¬ 
cussions on language to include the concepts of 
existence (being) and time. For Heidegger, lan¬ 
guage and speech are not only human activities, 
they are also how individuals define themselves 
(subjectivity). Throughout Poetry, Language, Thought, 
particularly in the chapter “Language,” Heidegger 
challenges the rational-logical explanation of 
language. It is in this chapter that Heidegger 
explains the concept of “difference,” the between 
of world and thing, a middle that divides a unified 
world from things, which allows for us to see the 
measure of each side’s presence. 

Jacques Derrida builds upon Heidegger and 
Nietzsche’s critique of logocentrism in his theory of 
deconstruction. Derrida not only challenges the use 
of logocentrism in Western metaphysics, but also 
the use of logocentiic structures in literature and in 
ordinary language and reasoning that trick audi¬ 
ences into thinking speakers and listeners mean the 
same thing. In his attempt to rewrite the dualism 
found in traditional Western logical thought, 
Derrida oudines a logic that depends upon a 
“third term” that unravels the binaries. This “third 
term” parallels and amplifies Heidegger’s explana¬ 
tion of “difference,” and includes Nietzsche’s 
process of becoming. 

This sustained critique of logocentrism links to 
postmodernism’s discussion of language games, in 
which Jean-Fran^ois Lyotard argues against struc¬ 
tured grand narratives that govern societal consensus 
in meaning-making. To extricate ourselves from the 
endless language gaming caused by logocentrism in 
the form of master narratives, Lyotard notes we must 


create a point of rupture formed by dissensus (fe 
differendj. Lyotard’s concept of file dijferend extends 
Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Derrida’s observations 
that language is perspectival and that a speaker’s 
words and phrases are always under dispute. 
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Lyotard, Jean-Franfois 

b. 10 August 1924, Versailles, France; d. 
21 April 1998, Paris, France 

Philosopher, writer, and intellectual 

After a distinguished career as a philosopher and 
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public intellectual in France and the US, holding 
professorships most notably at the University of 
Paris VIII-Vincennes, Saint-Denis, the University 
of California at Irvine, and Emory University, as 
well as co-founding the College Internationale de 
PhUosophie in Paris with Jacques Derrida, Jean- 
Fran 9 ois Lyotard remains best known for his 1979 
study La Condition postmoderne, commissioned by the 
Conseil des Universites of the government of 
Quebec. La Condition postmoderne, published in 
1984 as The Postmodern Condition: A Report on 
Knowledge, brings not only the term, but the concept 
of postmodernism to the center of contemporary 
intellectual debates within the arts, humanities, and 
sciences. Lyotard’s central concern in the text, the 
crisis of legitimation, comes to define the post¬ 
modern condition; his declared war on “grand 
narratives” initiates a neo-sceptical reappraisal of 
knowledge, aesthetics, and politics in a post- 
Enlightenment era. In the report, Lyotard direcdy 
and indirecdy critiques a range of philosophical 
perspectives on the issue of knowledge (scientific) 
which he argues is made possible through an 
appeal to universal narratives, a feature of Enlight¬ 
enment progressivism purporting to resolve the 
perceived problem of difference. Postmodernism, 
as described by Lyotard, is a rejection of and war 
on that appeal to universality and its subsequent 
resolution of difference by the imposition of rule 
governing phrases. By maintaining difference as 
radical heterogeneity through the invocation of 
Iltde narratives, narratives that do not claim or 
appeal to universality, Lyotard offers a politico- 
aesthetic philosophy that pre-empts totalization 
and univocity in art and politics. 

As the most widely known proponent of 
postmodernism in the 1980s and 1990s, Lyotard’s 
writings, including his posthumous publications, 
command the attention of scholars across disci¬ 
plines. His reflections on art, literature, philosophy, 
and politics shape the ways in which arguments 
unfold around issues pertaining to knowledge and 
judgment in aesthetics, ethics, and politics. In the 
1980s, Lyotard’s views on the postmodern condi¬ 
tion drew criticism from various ideological posi¬ 
tions for its perceived sympathy for the logic of late- 
capitalism and its attending exploitative practices. 
The Marxist hterary critic Fredric Jameson, in his 
famous preface to The Postmodern Condition, makes 


clear his suspicion of the rejection of appeals to 
universality. While Lyotard’s war on totality does 
indeed encompass Marxism as a political philoso¬ 
phy, it does not necessarily wage this war against 
totality on behalf of capitalism. Lyotard is equally 
iU at ease with the notion of emancipation through 
profit as he is with the dictatorship of the 
proletariat. While it can be argued that Lyotard’s 
writings take issue with grand narratives, it is also 
argued that this issue taking is not merely 
oppositional. Lyotard does not propose a counter 
metanarrative to those offered via the so-called 
incomplete project of Enlightenment; rather, he 
disassembles the appeals to universality under¬ 
writing these grand narratives. In other words, 
Lyotard calls into question an insistence on a 
metaphysical necessity vis-a-vis language that is the 
prominent feature of aU (post-) Enlightenment 
grand narratives, including Marxism, capitalism, 
feminism, and psychoanalysis. 

Au Juste (Just Gaming), Le Diffirend (The 
Differend: Phrases in Dispute), and Peregrinations: 
Law, Form, Event further develop many of the 
central concerns Lyotard outlines in The Postmodern 
Condition. In Au Juste, an extended seven-day 
dialogue with the editor of the French quarterly 
Z,’£j/>n7, Jean-Loup Thebaud, Lyotard explores the 
concept of justice in the absence of absolute 
criteria. This lack of absolute criteria, however, 
does not result in a lack of judgment. Instead 
judgment, for Lyotard, becomes an aesthetic 
undertaking in which one comes to respect 
difference, forswearing the placing of phrases 
under metanarratives. It is in Le L>ij)erend where 
Lyotard more fuUy articidates this philosophical 
notion of judgment as phrases in dispute. The 
concept of the differend allows Lyotard to join 
two concerns, art and politics. Much like the 
dialogic persona Lyotard creates in Au Juste, 
Lyotard in Le Dijferend engages, through sporadic 
sections and chapter length notes, in a conversation 
with the history of philosophy. The text offers 
philosophy as a style-of-thinking rather than a 
summation of thinkhig. A similar approach to 
philosophical writing is taken in Peregrinations and 
his later works in which a poetic style becomes 
more of a central concern. 

Lyotard’s contributions to contemporary con¬ 
tinental philosophy are many, with the concept of 
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the differend, metanarratives, little narratives (see 
little narrative), pagan aesthetic, and parol- 
ogy becoming permanent entries in the postmo¬ 
dern lexicon. While much in his work remains to 
be explored, it is his philosophico-poetics that may 
be his enduring legacy. Published in translation 
shortiy before his death, Moralites postmoderne 
(Postmodern Fables) and Signe Malraux (Signed, 
Malraux) bring together diverse narrative forms, 
biography, autobiography, fiction, and theory. In 
his final writings, Lyotard allows these many 
narratives forms to continue alongside each other 
without any one genre regulating the heterogeneity 
of thought that he viewed as the postmodern. 
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Marcel, Gabriel 

b. 7 December 1889, Paris, France; d. 8 
October 1973, Paris, France 

Dramatist and philosopher 

Gabriel Marcel was a dramatist-philosoplLer who 
composed approximately thirty plays, and an equal 
number of philosophic writings. Postmodernism 
finds some of its perspectives and themes antici¬ 
pated in Marcel’s thought on the unity of body- 
subject; his insistence on “incarnate being” as the 
approach to philosophic inquiry; his refutation of 
Cartesian dualism, as well as the abstract ration¬ 
alism of Descartes and other Modern idealist 
philosophers. 

Marcel’s dramatic portrayal of The Broken World 
depicted the atmosphere of fragmentation and 
groundlessness that preoccupies postmodern thin¬ 
kers. His refusal to limit the scope of knowledge to 
the mathematical or empirical solving of problems 
about objects, and his introduction of the problem/ 
mystery distinction opened up an approach of 
secondary reflection geared to critically clarify the 
latter. Finally, Marcel’s approach to deciphering the 
mystery of Being and postmodernism’s transgres¬ 
sion to the Other as an abyss without foundation 
are pitted against idealism, as a common enemy. 

The deconstruction of Derrida works against 
any closure resulting from the propensity to fixate 
on the effects within the flux of the differance, a 
fixation which prevents the transgressing of 
philosophy to differance, dissemination, and the 
“play of reason.” Lyotard, seeking to displace any 
conceptual rule, supports invention which displaces 


the whole “game” over the innovation, which 
makes new moves within the rules of the game. For 
both, the role of the imagination is subordinated to 
that of language to which one submits in any 
saying. 

Similarly, Marcel believed existence, as the 
condition of any thinking, is not simply given, but 
giving. It encompasses creativity at the core of 
being; the central motif of Marcel’s philosophy. It is 
on this level that all of his celebrated themes - 
mystery, participation, presence, fidelity, creativity, 
love, faith, and hope - must be interpreted. For 
Marcel, the necessity for having images and myth 
in order to dispense with idolotry is the price we 
pay for incarnate existence. Thus, mystery is 
Marcel’s manner of hringing into focus the attempt 
to illuminate the wholeness of ineffable existence in 
the questions that most vitally concern human life, 
interest and heart. For this he invokes faith. And 
this faith, intimately related to hope and charity, is 
not exclusive of a philosophical faith in God. 
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KATHARINE ROSE HANLEY 
PATRICK L. BOURGEOIS 

margin 

The edge of a surface, the ex-centric (the off- 
center). It became a key term with the emergence 
in the 1960s of a growing desire on the part of 
minority groups to question any understanding of 
society, art or language in terms of a dominant 
center (be it Man, Europe, Truth, the white 
middle-class family, and so on). The work of the 
French-Algerian philosopher Jacques Derrida 
(1930—) has been a most important influence in 
this direction. 

In a paper presented at a conference held at 
Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore, in 1966, 
Derrida put forward what is, perhaps, the first 
rigorous philosophical interrogation of the idea of 
the center; though, as the philosopher himself 
admits, this interrogation had already “begun to 
proclaim itself” (Derrida 1978: 280) in the work of 
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844—1900), Martin Hei¬ 
degger (1889-1976), Ferdinand de Saussure 
(1857-1913) and Sigmund Freud (1856-1939). 
According to Derrida, the history of Western 
philosophy is the history of the successive 
determinations of the center, where “center” 
(despite the wealth of names given to it, such as 
essence, existence, truth, consciousness, God, man, 
and so on) remains a pure, full presence bordered 
by an equally “pure” absence, a virgin emptiness. 
As Derrida argues, philosophy has constituted itself 
by insisting on regulating the circulation between 
this presence and the absence pushed at (as) the 
margins of it. In doing so, it has sought to master its 
Other (in other words, metaphor, myth, the non- 
scientific, the non-philosophical), projecting the 
latter’s relationship to it as one of pure ejster- 
iority. This is why Derrida locates himself on what 
he calls “the margins of philosophy.” As he 


emphasizes, it is these margins (the very concept 
of the margin as opposed to that of the center) that, 
in marking out its boundaries, have made philoso¬ 
phy possible. At the same time, however, they 
constitute its conditions of impossibility by drawing 
attention to the permeability of these boundaries, 
in other words, the potential openness of its 
interior/center to what is ex-orcized as being 
“other” to it. As Derrida himself puts it, “if there 
are margins, is there still a philosophy, the 
philosophy?” (1982: xvi). 

In Derrida’s view, then, the philosophical 
experience (as opposed to the philosophical 
determination) is primarily one of margins, where 
“margin” is that supplement which exposes the 
center of philosophy (indeed, philosophy as the 
quest for a center) to its own constitutive lack: that 
is, its dependence on an ex-centric other and on 
that radical indeterminability which both sustains 
and frustrates its quest by permitting the free play 
of substitution (the substitution of center for center) 
within it. 

If the philosophical experience is the experience 
of philosophy’s own insecurity as the instability of 
its margins, then transgression (the performative 
articulation of instability) constitutes the philoso¬ 
phical operation par excellence. Transgression, how¬ 
ever, should not be understood as an erasure, a 
canceUing out of margins. On the contrary, it is the 
work of the margins or, rather, it is the margin at 
work. This is what Derrida suggests in his obsessive 
concern with those spaces within the philosophical 
text (in other words, the preface, the footnote, the 
epigraph, the passing analogy, the signature, the 
copyright) that have traditionally been perceived as 
secondary or parasitical to philosophy. As Derrida 
emphasizes, these spaces are transgressive because 
they exercize what he calls a ‘‘limitopkic violence” 
against philosophy; limitrophic not so much in the 
sense of consuming the limits of philosophy {trophe 
in Greek is sustenance, nutrition), but in the sense 
of “gnawing away” at them to such a degree that 
philosophy as the science of orthos logos (truth, 
literally logos erect) ends up slanting [logos loxos). 

According to Derrida, then, the violence of the 
margin [marge in French) lies precisely in its ability 
to slant from marche (regular, measured tread; 
procession; movement towards a determined 
direction) to marque (the mark and the differantial 
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movement inherent in it). In other words, the 
margin in Derrida ceases to be inscribed within a 
binary logic that opposes it to the interiority of a 
center, but acquires the ambiguous “nature” of his 
undecidables (for example, hymen, tympan, 
supplement, parergon, and so on), grafting itself 
both within the erect body of philosophy (as its 
furthest extremity, its border) and without it as that 
centri/fugal force which luxates the body of 
philosophy and interrupts its march. 

See also: Hminality 
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Marion, Jean-Luc 

b. 1946, Paris, France 

Philosopher and theologian 

Working in early modern philosophy, Christian 
theology, and phenomenology, Jean-Luc Marion 
seeks to define and move beyond modern meta¬ 
physical conceptions of God and the subject. In 
major studies of Rene Descartes’s ontology and 
theology, Marion delineates tw'O ways in which, by 
grounding aU being in some highest being (either 
God as causa sui or the ego as cogitatio sui), Descartes 
proves to be metaphysical or “onto-theological” in 


Martin Heidegger’s sense of the term. Having 
thus defined modern onto-theology Marion argues 
that it is exceeded or destroyed by the thought of 
inconceivable “charity.” 

In his theology, Marion argues that the un¬ 
conditional and inconceivable charity of God 
exceeds onto-theology’s rational conception of 
God as a highest being. Drawing notably on the 
divine-names theology of Pseudo-Dionysius (e.500), 
for whom God is ineffable “Good beyond Being,” 
Marion re-thinks the inconceivability of God in 
light of modern metaphysics’ death of God. 
Following Heidegger’s critique of the metaphysical 
God, Marion argues that the God who dies in 
modernity is only a limited concept of God; by 
destroying every such rational “idol,” the death of 
God actually opens space for the “iconic” thought 
of God as inconceivable. Although relying on 
Heidegger for this critique of metaphysics’ idolatry, 
Marion also attacks Heidegger’s own ontology 
insofar as it idolatrously inscribes the possibility of 
revelation within the horizon of Being. Marion thus 
seeks to exceed both modern onto-theology and its 
Heideggerian critique via the Christian notion of 
an inconceivably generous “God without Being,” a 
God whose love alone first gives being. 

To this “God without Being” corresponds 
Marion’s phenomenological “I without Being.” 
Just as the end of metaphysics brings the death of 
its idolatrous God, so that end destroys modernity’s 
self-grounding subject. In his phenomenological 
analysis of the subject, Marion argues for the 
necessity of a third phenomenological reduction 
that would have been implied but left unthought 
both by Husserl’s transcendental reduction to the 
ego and by Heidegger’s existential reduction to 
Dasein. Effecting a “reversal of intentionality” 
reminiscent of Emmanuel Levinas, Marion’s third 
reduction traces the conscious subject to the 
implicitness of the phenomenon (rather than the 
reverse); the phenomenon’s appearance does not 
depend upon any conditions of ego, but rather 
determines such conditions by first calling the “I” 
to be. 

While aiming to re-think God and the subject 
after modern metaphysics, Marion rejects the label 
“postmodern” insofar as radical “givenness.” 
Nevertheless, Marion’s work has very strong ties 
to thinkers often associated with the postmodern, 
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from Levinas and Jacques Derrida in France to 
John Caputo in the USA. 
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TOM CARLSON 

masochism 

Masochism is a psychological condition in which 
(sexual) pleasure results from physical pain, emo¬ 
tional suffering, and humiliation. The word was 
first used as a medical term in the later part of the 
nineteenth century by the German sexologist Dr 
Richard von Krafft-Ebing (1840-1902). Maso¬ 
chism describes a condition in which a subject 
feels sexual arousal and pleasure resulting from 
physical or mental pain, suffering, or subjugation. 
In his 1886 study Psychopathia Sexualis, Krafft-Ebing 
coined the term masochism to describe what he 
identified as a sexual perversion in which a person 
places himself or herself in the unconditional 
control of another. The masochist, according to 
Krafft-Ebing, experiences sexual pleasure from the 
physical or emotional abuse inflicted by a self- 
appointed tormentor. Krafft-Ebing drew his in¬ 
sights on masochism from the writings of Leopold 
von Sacher-Masoch (1835-95), whose most nota¬ 
ble work Venus in Furs {Venus im Pelz, 1870), depicts a 
man, Severin Kuziemski, agreeing to and becom¬ 
ing the slave of a woman, Wanda von Dunajew. 
The novel centers on the associations between 
physical and mental pain, humiliation, sexual 
arousal and pleasure. 

Within postmodern studies, masochism exceeds 
this original medical definition and functions as a 
central theoretical concept in cultural studies, film 
studies, gay and lesbian studies, gender studies, 
literary criticism, politics, and psychoanalysis. The 
late French philosopher GiUes Deleuze reintro¬ 
duced the concept of masochsim with his 1967 


pubhcation of “Le Froid et le Cruel” {Coldness and 
Cruelty, 1991) in which he argues for a reassessment 
of masochism vis-a-vis a literary approach that is 
free from the judgment of the clinician. By 
analyzing the relationship between Sade and 
Sacher-Masoch’s literary texts, Deleuze provides a 
wider understanding that takes the reader from the 
category of pornography to that of pomology, a use 
of erotic language that is not simply descriptive. 
Venus in Furs, for example, is virtually free of 
pornographic description, emphasizing instead the 
complex rhetorical play of dominance and submis¬ 
sion that is perpetually negotiated in the contrac¬ 
tual arrangement between Severin and Wanda. 
Deleuze cites this as an instance of transcendence 
in which Sacher-Masoch’s dialectic is not the polar 
opposite of Sade’s obscene demonstrative narra¬ 
tive. Freed from the burden of being defined as 
sadism’s opposite extreme, masochism becomes, 
for Deleuze, a confrontation with order by way of a 
dialectic that brings forward a suspension of the 
descriptive force of language. 

While Deleuze’s re-introduction of masochism 
initiated a general reappraisal of Sacher-Masoch’s 
writings, the apphcation of the term to texts of 
culture took on added importance in light of 
feminist theory. By drawing on and contesting 
Freud’s general economic theory of sexuality in 
which masochism exists as a psychological phe¬ 
nomenon peculiar to the feminine, postmodernist 
feminist scholars have developed an understanding 
of masochism as an effect of cultural power. Issues 
of dominance and submission become significant 
within the social and political sphere, adding to the 
debates between psychoanalytic and materialist 
perspectives on subjectivity. Within the space of 
postmodern culture, however, masochism takes on 
many diverse forms; psychological perversion, 
sexual style, hterary theme, and pohtical refutation. 
Consistent with Deleuze’s observation, masochism 
is a concept that abrogates the discourse of order, 
forming a permanent suspension of description 
and definition within language. 
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Essential Papers on Masochism, New York: New 
York University Press. 
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Merleau-Ponty, Maurice 

b. 14 March 1908; d. 3 May 1961, 
Rocherfort-sur-mer, France 

Existentialist philosopher and theorist of 
phenomenological psychology 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s central contribution to 
postmodern theory posits a new ontology of 
perception engendered by a fierce reaction against 
Cartesian dualism. Writing within the context of 
phenomenology espoused by German philosopher 
Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), Merleau-Ponty was 
part of a new tradition of French philosophy which 
emerged in part from the critical reception of 
German philosophy in France in the 1930s. 
Caught between the philosophical contradictions 
of immanence (a perceiving subject) and transcen¬ 
dence (the objective world), Merleau-Ponty’s 
thought re-situates being at the place where 
immanence and transcendence intersect e.g. phe¬ 
nomena, the realm of sensible forms. This critical 
maneuver reclaims a space of embodiment from 
the classical disembodied perspective generated by 
Cartesianism. Merleau-Ponty’s new ontology reso¬ 
nates not only within the field of philosophy, but 
within art history (see art history and criti¬ 
cism), critical theory, linguistics, literature 
studies, psychoanalysis and Marxism. 

His early publications. The Structure of Behavior 
(1942) and the well-discussed and influential 
Phenomenology of Perception (1945), reflect Merleau- 
Ponty’s concerns with experimental psychology - 
most notably Gestalt psychology - and the 
phenomenology of Heidegger, Husserl, and 
Sartre. Merleau-Ponty turns to the psychology of 
perception because of the way it tests the liminal 
space between perception and object with its well- 
known investigations such as figure/ground experi¬ 
ments. Although initially drawn to the contingent 
nature of perception as characterized by Gestaltists, 
he ultimately rejects the causal and empiricist 
notions that undergird experimental psychology. In 


the intricate and thorough argument of the 
Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty continues 
a close, critical reading of experimental psychology 
now directed toward a mediation between Gestalt 
psychology and phenomenology. In this work he 
critiques two post-Cartesian traditions of ontologi¬ 
cal duahsm, empiricism and inteUectualism, ar¬ 
guing that neither one adequately accounts for the 
foundational experience of phenomena. Merleau- 
Ponty stresses a “primacy of perception,” a 
perception which precedes the intellection of a 
subject or the objective, empirical world. 

After the Liberation, Merleau-Ponty, Jean-Paid 
Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir founded the 
Journal Les Temps Modernes, a pubhcation devoted 
to a felt necessity to connect philosophy to politics. 
In the climate of postwar France, Merleau-Ponty’s 
writings turned more explicidy towards ethics, 
history and pohtics. Concerned with dialectical 
structures of thinking, his debates and discussions 
with Sartre harkened back to their attendance of 
the infamous lectures delivered by Alexandre 
Kojeve in the 1930s on G.W.F. Hegel’s (1770- 
1831) Phenomenology of Spirit (also notably attended 
by Jacques Lacan and Georges Bataille). It was, 
however, a short-lived collaboration ending in 1952 
when Merleau-Ponty publicly broke with Les Temps 
Modernes and Sartre over Sartre’s involvement with 
the French Communist party, a disagreement 
between the two that persisted until a lukew'arm 
reconciliation in the late 1950s. In The Adventures of 
the Dialectic (1955), Merleau-Ponty attacked Sartre’s 
“ultra-bolshevism” as a politics stiU imbedded in a 
structure of political consciousness and thus guilty 
of Stalinist misprision. One can stiU read the stamp 
of his early work in this period as Merleau-Ponty 
asserts that the programmatic politics of the 
revolutionary left views historical dialectics as an 
abstract totality viewed from a disembodied 
distance. Merleau-Ponty believes that Sartre’s 
political consciousness retains a strain of Cartesian¬ 
ism which detaches the body from its lived 
experience, precisely the opposite of what a 
political philosophy should endeavor to achieve. 

Returning from this interim meditation on 
history and pohtics, Merleau-Ponty resumed work 
on phenomenology and the hved body in Sigis 
(1960) and The Visible and the Invisible (1964). 
Perhaps his most significant contribution is the 
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penultimate chapter and the working notes of The 
Visible and the Invisible, published after his sudden 
and untimely death on 3 May 1961, Although at 
times difficult to decipher, it is here that he moves 
beyond the notion of the primacy of perception 
and puts forth the term “the flesh of the world.” 
The notion of flesh surpasses embodied experience, 
suggesting that the perceiving eye and the sensible 
world are part of the very same element and are 
coiled together in what he calls “the intertwining” 
or “the Chiasm.” In an oft-cited passage, Merleau- 
Ponty describes the possibility of his right hand 
touching things in the world while his left hand 
touches the right hand as it touches the world. At 
this exemplary moment, perception and object fold 
into the same structure of being. The right hand 
becomes utterly reversible; it is both inside and 
outside, touching and being touched. The inter¬ 
twining is not simply a site where subject and 
object connect through communication or a type 
of synesthesia, it is a “preobjective being”; self and 
other are part of the same phenomena; he suggests 
that, “there is not only a me-other rivalry, but a co¬ 
functioning. We function as one unique body” 
(Merleau-Ponty 1964; 215). 

Merleau-Ponty’s ontology has been discussed and 
criticized by postmodern theorists of subjectivity 
and aesthetics. Although his ontology presents an 
optimistic alternative to dualism and an opening for 
intersubjectivity, it has come under attack for 
reconstituting a unified, transcendental space. For 
structuralists and poststructuralists alike, the project 
of a phenomenology ofperception is counter to their 
anti-foundationalist positions. Likewise, Foucault 
and Irigaray have noted the oversights of gender 
and power in his new ontology. Finally, Lyotard has 
critiqued Merleau-Ponty’s writings on Cezanne as a 
utopian vision of aesthetics. 
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KEN ROGERS 

metacriticism 

Metacriticism is a mode of criticism that carefully 
explicates the ideological and institutional aspects 
of various reading practices; criticism about 
criticism. Metacriticism is the study of critical 
methodologies and practices in order to exphcate 
the various ideas and values that frame theoretical 
discourses. The prefix “meta” refers to the study of 
foimdations, as in “metaphysics,” the study of the 
foundations of science (physics). “Meta” therefore 
provides a larger/wider perspective of a particular 
subject. By extension, “metacriticism” encom¬ 
passes a wider purview of critical and interpretative 
strategies by investigating the predominant as¬ 
sumptions that inform various modes of reading. 

The metacritic essentially studies the trends and 
beliefs as they pertain to critical methodologies in 
order to illuminate the way that a particular critic 
or reading methodology engages a text. In short, 
metacriticism focuses explicitly upon the interpre¬ 
tive lens through which a text is mediated and 
read. 

The practice of metacriticism must be under¬ 
stood within the historical context of poststructural 
literary theory (see poststructuralism). The 
advent (and institutionalization) of poststructural 
reading practices, which focused expHcitiy upon 
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the socio-historical, cultural, ideological, and 
institutional dimensions of language, textuality, 
canonicity, and meaning, necessitated a more 
self-reflexive and more highly critical mode of 
engaging with texts and language. That is, if aU acts 
of language are imphcifly and explicitly cultural, 
then an important component of investigating 
language and textuality must take into considera¬ 
tion the cultural context in which language is used 
and within which texts are analyzed. Essentially 
poststructural reading practices focus upon the 
relationship between values, subjectivity, language, 
and textuality, and metacriticism (as the direct 
extension of poststructural demands) focuses upon 
the relationship between ideological and institu¬ 
tional values as manifest in interpretive and critical 
strategies. 

With the rise in postmodern theory and the 
appropriation of poststructural literary practices, 
metacriticism has become the mainstay of most 
literaiyf study wherein any act of reading has 
“metacritical” implications. That is, in postmodern 
discourse any “text” (literary or theoretical) is 
culturally and critically loaded, therefore any 
reading or critique of that text must be “metacri- 
tical” and aware of the constellation of (contextual) 
values associated with a text. To read “metacriti- 
caUy” is to be aware of how those contextual values 
have been incorporated into an interpretation of a 
text, how a critic adopts and transforms context in 
order to render textual meaning. In essence, 
metacriticism is one of the dominant ways of 
reading in postmodern discourse. 

DAVID CLIPPINGER 

metalanguage 

The term metalanguage was first used by the 
Russian Formalists to describe a type of language 
that considers the nature of language itself, 
stepping beyond language as the term’s prefix 
imphes. While the term was used later by Roman 
Jakobson (1896-1982), it has come under increased 
scrutiny by the succeeding generation of poststruc¬ 
tural critics, including Jacques Derrida (1930-), 
Roland Barthes (1915-80), and Jean-Fran^ois 
Lyotard (1924-98). The essential difference 


between structural and poststructural approaches 
has to do with whether language itself is seen as a 
closed or open system. 

Jakobson extends linguistic theory forwarded by 
Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) in notes 
gathered after his death and published in 1916 as 
Course in General Linguistics. In his “Closing State¬ 
ment,” Jakobson presents a theory of communica¬ 
tion based on six key elements. Contact is established 
between an addresser and an addressee where the 
former sends a message by virtue of a specific code 
within a particular context. In his theory, commu¬ 
nication between an addresser and addressee is 
facilitated by a code, a shared set of rules which 
both understand, consciously or unconsciously. 
This code, a bridging link between the two, 
possesses metalinguistic elements because its very 
rules must step beyond the particular language 
systems to allow for mutual understanding. 

Poststructuralism is sceptical of language as 
a closed system that one can stand outside of in a 
disinterested manner. It would be misleading, 
however, to set up poststructuralism as simply the 
polar opposite of structuralism. More appro¬ 
priately, poststructuralism addresses meaning and 
truth more tentatively and pluralistically, holding 
that such questions are undecidable once and for 
all. As such, wide, encompassing bridges are 
viewed skeptically. Both text and reader are seen 
as historical constructs that themselves can never 
be fixed. Questions about the nature of metalan¬ 
guage can be tied to the historical development of 
poststructuralism in the late 1960s and early 1970s 
and the work, initially, of Barthes and Derrida. 

In “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of 
the Human Sciences,” a landmark essay delivered 
at Johns Hopkins University in 1966 and published 
in Writing and Difference, Derrida suggested that 
signification is not fixed and that language is always 
at play. Of Grammatobgy (1976) and subsequent 
essays in Margins of Philosophy (1982) find Derrida 
developing, implicidy a critique of metalanguage 
through his questioning of the metaphysical 
tradition he calls logocentrism. 

Barthes’s contributions can be seen in many 
essays, but the collection titled Image-Music-Text 
contains two particular essays, “From Work to 
Text” and “The Death of the Author,” that 
implicidy question the existence of a metalanguage. 
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Primarily for Barthes, “The work is caught up in a 
process of filiation” (1977: 160), while the text 
“reads without the inscription of the Father” (1977: 
161) and “is that space where no language has a 
hold over any other, where languages circulate 
(keeping the circular sense of the term)” (1977: 
164). In “The Death of the Author,” Barthes makes 
elear that this death ean be seen as early as 
MaUarme, changing the traditional orientation of 
writer and her product: no longer is it the author 
but language that speaks in a self-referential 
manner, “eeaselessly call[ing] into question aU 
origins” (1977: 146). 

Jean-Fran^ois Lyotard’s theory of communica¬ 
tion, as forwarded in The Differend, imphes that a 
metalanguage is impossible, particularly because 
there will never be a rule, similar to Jakobson’s 
code, which is acceptable to both parties. Indeed, 
Lyotard refers to the communicative act broadly as 
a process of phrasing, a term which is slightly 
different than the English cognate “phrase.” Each 
phrase is ordered by a set of rules, which he calls 
phrase regimens, and no two phrase regimens are 
compatible. For Lyotard, there is no metalanguage, 
just an infinity of phrases each responding to the 
other. 
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MICHAEL STRYSICK 

metaphor 

Metaphor refers to the transfer of a name, quality, 
action to a subject or object different from, though 
by implication analogous to, that to which this 
name, quality, action is applied when taken literally. 
Since Aristode (384—322 bce) put forward the first 
systematic definition of metaphor in his Poetics, the 
study of metaphor remained confined primarily to 
the realm of rhetoric in the context of which 
metaphor was considered to be the most important 
figure of speech or, even, in some cases, the figure 
under which all other tropes could be subsumed. 
When, with the emergence of Romanticism, 
rhetoric was discredited, the study of metaphor 
passed on to the newly delimited area of literature. 
Since the early 1970s, interest in metaphor has 
exceeded the boundaries of literature, invading 
areas such as philosophy, science, history and 
legal studies which have so far excluded figuration 
as an obstacle in their quest for truth. 

Aristode’s discussion of metaphor forms part of 
his treatise on mimesis which opens the Poetics. 
Situated thus, metaphor, like poetry, is perceived as 
an effect of doubling (the doubling by re-naming of 
truth, nature, the proper/name) and of resem¬ 
blance, the act of erasing the difference of the 
double in re-cognizing it as “analogous” (that is, 
other and yet the same). This is, in fact, as Jacques 
Derrida (1930—) argues, what inscribes metaphor 
within Aristode’s ontological chain, a chain that 
binds naming with Being and Being with the 
endless recovery of the same. According to 
Derrida, Aristode’s privileging of resemblance in 
his treatment of metaphor has set the scene for aU 
subsequent articulations of it (including Roman 
Jakobson’s influential distinction between meta¬ 
phor and metonymy) and has prescribed the 
ambiguous role assigned to it within Western 
philosophy. In Derrida’s account, metaphor has 
functioned as a necessary and, at the same time, 
dangerous supplement to philosophy, on the one 
hand, serving as the gesture par excellence by means 
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of which philosophy reinstalls the value of the 
proper, on the other hand, opening up the space/ 
gap within which the proper is always in risk of 
falling to be — irretrievably - lost. 

Derrida’s reading of metaphor as the bhnd spot 
of philosophy (the vantage point to which philoso¬ 
phy is blind but which enables it to project itself as 
theoria, or absolute vision) is usually traced back to 
what is perceived as an alternative tradition which 
sought to interrogate philosophy by forcing it to 
acknowledge its “true” origins in metaphor. In 
“On Truth and Falsity in their Ultramoral Sense” 
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), undoubtedly 
the most radical representative of this tradition, 
exposes the metaphorical nature of the main 
concepts (that is, the “one,” the “good,” the 
“true”) around which Western thought is struc¬ 
tured. In doing so, he dismisses Western philoso¬ 
phy’s truth claims by reducing its operation to that 
of poetic sublimation, thus, bringing it disturbingly 
close to its perennial enemy, literature. Whereas 
other representatives of this tradition lamented the 
forgotten “truth” (the sensuous origin of language) 
in the progressive erosion of the metaphorical 
movement that produces the concept, Nietzsche 
condemns the forgetting of the illusion, the 
exemplary he at the heart of philosophy. 

Though Derrida’s interrogation of Western 
philosophy from the liminal space that metaphor 
has always occupied in it has taken forms 
undeniably similar to Nietzsche’s, not enough 
attention has been paid to the differential impetus 
at work in his discussion, an impetus which renders 
his interrogation (as he has so often emphasized) a 
double (and, thus, an eminently postmodern) 
gesture. Thus, whereas he, like Nietzsche, insists 
on demonstrating (through both the “content” and 
the “form” of his writings) that there is no language 
safe from the perils of metaphor, he, on the other 
hand, never reduces concept to metaphor (as 
Nietzsche does). What is more, he never assimilates 
philosophy into literature (as he has repeatedly 
been accused of doing). On the contrary, in essays 
like “White Mythology” he emphasizes the im¬ 
possibility of any “metaphorology” (that is, any 
discourse aiming at demystifying philosophy from 
the privileged standpoint of metaphor), exposing its 
complicity with the structures it seeks to demystify. 
As he argues, metaphor is itself a philosophical 


concept, grounded on the same oppositional system 
(essence versus accident, proper versus improper, 
intelhgible versus sensible, and so on) that has 
confined Western philosophy within what he calls a 
metaphysics of presence. 

Derrida’s insistence on situating the “problem” 
of metaphor within the context of philosophy’s 
desire to legitimate itself throws hght on the 
reasons why postmodern interest in metaphor has 
taken the form of an interrogation of the 
boundaries between literal and figurative (the 
boundaries constitutive, as Derrida argues, of 
philosophy itself). Though Donald Davidson’s 
work is also important in this direction, Derrida’s 
deconstruction of the opposition concept/me¬ 
taphor moves beyond its erasure in favor of one or 
the other side (metaphor in Nietzsche, literal 
meaning in Davidson). In faet, it opens the space 
for an alternative articulation of the relationship 
between logic and rhetoric, one that acknowledges 
their complicity without, however, obliterating the 
tensions between them (which have become the 
focus of a number of other postmodern thinkers 
such as Paul de Man and Julia Kristeva). It is 
this strained complicity that interests Derrida, 
hence his shift of focus from metaphor, as the 
other of philosophy, to metaphoricity (or quasi- 
metaphoricity) as that third term (irreducible to 
either concept or metaphor, unrehevable even to 
the dialectical synthesis between the two) which 
remains radically “other.” 

See also: white mythology 
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MARIA MARGARONI 

metaphysics of presence 

As used by the French-Algerian philosopher 
Jacques Derrida (1930-), the term “metaphysics 
of presence” refers to any episteme which seeks 
to determine being as presence. In works such as 
Speech and Phenomena, Of Grammatology and Writing 
and Dfference, Derrida demonstrates the different 
forms that this determination of being as presence 
has historically assumed: that is, being as the 
objectivity present to the sight or to a subject’s 
mind; being as the self-presence and self-proximity 
of the cogito, consciousness, subjectivity-; being as 
the return of the same (the name to the/as proper, 
the voice to the receptacle of the ear, intention to 
the subject, meaning to its source). This is when, 
according to Derrida, the history of metaphysics 
merges with the history of what he calls logo- 
centrism; in other words, the behef in the self¬ 
presentation of meaning. In his discussion of 
Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) and Ferdinand de 
Saussure (1857-1913) Derrida argues that it is 
the interpretation of being as (a) fullness [ousid) and 
as the disclosure/reappropriation of this fullness 
(parousia) that grounds the perception of the sign in 
terms of a plenitude that needs to be (re)called. In 
the context of this perception of the sign speech is 
valorized as the immediate and transparent carrier 
of presence while writing is marginalized for its 
distancing of the voice which serves as the 
guarantee of the authority of speech, its introduc¬ 
tion of periodicity into the immediate presence of 
the now {stigmT} within which speech takes place, 
and for its foregrounding of the materiality of the 
signifier which is bracketed off at the moment of 
speech. Derrida considers the subordination of 
writing to speech (what he terms phonocentrism) as 
the most revealing symptom of how the notion of 
presence has functioned within the Western 
philosophical tradition. This is why, in his effort 
to deconstruct (take apart and reinscribe; see 
deconstruction) the metaphysical structures on 
which this tradition depends, he concentrates on 


the notion of writing. Beyond the traditional 
understanding of it, writing in Derrida is that 
which epitomizes those properties of language 
which a metaphysics of presence has sought to 
contain: iterabihty (the possibility that any sign 
carries within it to function in the absence of both 
its origin/ator and its referent) and what Derrida 
calls differance (the continuous deferral of any full 
presence or apocalyptic (self)-manifestation due to 
the infinite play of differences which any sign - 
according to Saussure - engages in). 

Though Derrida is interested in what fissures 
and suspends presence, he is far from privileging 
absence and difference. In fact, one of the main 
threads in his work has been to problematize any 
oppositional system of thought which construes one 
side of the opposition as the simple exteriority 
of the other (for example, death to life, absence to 
presence, writing to speech, signifier to signified, 
and so on). Derrida’s argument is that, rather than 
the arche/souTce and tebs of being as well as 
meaning, presence is the precarious effect of that 
otherness within them which can manifest itself 
only in the form of the Heideggerian erasure, or 
in what Derrida, following Sigmund Freud (1856- 
1939) and Emmanuel Levinas (1906-96), calls 
trace. In its double gesture of inscription and 
erasure, the trace, according to Derrida, is the 
“force” (rather than a concept or a notion) that 
constitutes both the possibility of metaphysics and 
its transgression (Derrida 1978: 226). As such, it 
marks the emergence of a new science of writing 
(grammatology) which keeps itself open to the 
dilferantial structure of the sign and is no longer 
predicated on a determination of Being as 
presence. 

Derrida’s interrogation of metaphysics can be 
traced back to Friedrich Nietzsche’s (1844—1900) 
mistrust of such dominant Western values as 
“truth,” “meaning,” “being,” “consciousness” 
and Martin Heidegger’s (1889-1976) critique of 
what he calls “onto-theology” (that is, the system of 
essentially theological concepts generated by the 
Western privileging of presence). In fact, Derrida is 
following Heidegger in his behef that presence is 
the cornerstone of the edifice of Western philoso¬ 
phy and, thus, the central target in any attempt to 
deconstruct it. Both Heidegger and Derrida locate 
themselves within the epoch of the “closure” [die 
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Volkndung in Heidegger, la cloture in Derrida) of 
metaphysics, where “closure” refers both to the 
exhaustion of metaphysics (that is, its confrontation 
with its own boundaries/limits) and the acceptance 
of metaphysics as a boundary/limit or, even, an 
obstacle (in French, cloture is also that which 
obstructs passage) which cannot simply and 
uproblematically be transgressed/overcome. 
Where Derrida departs from Heidegger is in his 
refusal to ground any double gesture of inscrip¬ 
tion/ erasure or transgression/restoration on what, 
according to Gayatri Ghakravorty Spivak, remains 
a “master-word” for Heidegger, namely Being 
(Derrida 1974: xv). Derrida’s shift of focus from 
“Being” to “trace” constitutes an effort on his part 
to graft the ground itself (and, thus, all possibility of 
producing a master-word) into the very move¬ 
ment/force/play of the double gesture. 

The Derridian critique of metaphysics as the 
philosophical privileging of presence has been most 
influential in the emergence and formation of what 
are now widely recognized as prominent postmo¬ 
dernist “themes”: the problematization of identity 
(as the return of the same), consciousness (as self¬ 
presence and self-proximity), and experience (as 
unmediated presence). Within the area of post¬ 
modernist aesthetics, it has also served to challenge 
both realistic notions of representation and the 
modernist concern with form. Finally, Derrida’s re¬ 
enactment of the Heideggerian double gesture 
towards metaphysics has contributed to a more 
complex understanding of the “post” in postmo¬ 
dernism as signaling, not a break but, an 
interrogation from within. 
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MARIA MARGARONI 


metonymy 

Metonymy, or hteraUy, “change of name,” is a 
metaphoric substitution of tlie name of a thing for 
some attribute of it; as a rhetorical trope, the 
change of effect for cause, cause for effect, proper 
name for one of its qualities, or one of the qualities 
of a thing for its proper name. In classical 
rhetoric and rhetorical handbooks, metonymy is 
considered a trope (that is, a “turn” from literal 
meaning) which, like figures of speech and thought, 
deviate from direct referential speech (see Quinti¬ 
lian, Institutio Oratorio IX). This rehance upon 
theories of referential and “representational” uses 
of language is crucial in understanding postmo¬ 
dernism’s uneasy relationship with metonymy. 
Since postmodernism denies the realm of the pre- 
linguistic signified, and instead makes metapoetics 
its point of inquiry, both the enhghtenment ideal of 
a “scientific” referential speech, and theories of 
direct, linear representation from vehicle to tenor, 
are themselves jettisoned as master metaphors. 

Roman Jakobson’s structural linguistics, how¬ 
ever, redefined the concept of metonymy, suggest¬ 
ing that all speech acts develop along “two 
semantic hnes”: the metaphoric (which functions 
on similarity) or the metonymic (which functions 
on contiguity). This effectively decentered the 
question of referentiality, since this structuralist 
language analysis focuses upon the metaphoric or 
metonymyic relationship one term holds to an¬ 
other, as opposed to its mimetic relationship to a 
non-linguistic referent. Likewise, Kenneth Burke 
characterized metonymy as a primary character¬ 
istic of language, naming metonymy among his 
four “master tropes” (along with metaphor, 
synecdoche, and irony). Burke privileges meto¬ 
nymic “reduction,” over metaphor because meta¬ 
phoric correlation is inadequate to the “social 
realm” of human relations. 
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To place metonymy in postmodern thought, we 
thus mtist first distinguish the use of metonym as 
trope from the metonymic characteristics of 
language itself j\s a rhetorical or aesthetic trope, 
metonymy relies upon the mimetic pleasures of 
resemblance and presence stemming from the 
Aristotelian schema, and hence is largely rejected. 
Conversely, postmodernism remains interested in 
the parodic or ludic qualities of metonym that 
separate it from treatments of language as 
transparent containers for ideas. Hence, Derrida 
adopts Jakobson’s definition of metonymy as a 
“positional combination” because it does not rely 
upon a linear movement from vehicle to onto- 
theological tenor, instead functioning fully within 
language itself This is also why de Man, in 
Allegories of Reading, contests Proust’s defense of 
metaphor over metonymy; he illustrates how the 
preference for metaphor is based in both aesthetic 
ideologies and in a reliance upon ontological 
grounds: both of which are rejected by postmo¬ 
dern conceptions of language, de Man goes so far 
as to call metaphor and metonymy “epistemolo¬ 
gically incompatible.” Ultimately, treatments of 
metonymy in postmodernism are based in the 
degree to which it is considered as privileging 
difference and alterity over patterns of resem¬ 
blance. 
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Miller^ J. Hillis 

b. 1928 

Deconstructionist and critic 

Joseph HiUis MiUer is a central figure in reader- 
response theory and criticism. He has pubhshed 
work on Victorian criticism and deconstruction in 
the 1960s and reader-response criticism in the 
1970s, a time in which he also focused his 
attentions on Victorian hterature. But it is the 
deftness with which he can shift from the multi¬ 
layered, yet today fairly traditional, world of textual 
theory and discourse to the nebulous realm of 
hypertext - and back again - that makes him stiU a 
very current figure in the postmodern world today. 

Miller’s first pubhcations, during tlie early and 
mid-1960s, were approached from a phenomenol¬ 
ogy base. Most of these works centered on 
Victorian literature, his primary field of interest. 
His book The Form of Victorian Fiction (1968) is not 
only StiU significant in Victorian studies, but it is 
also important because it serves as an example of 
MiUer’s emphasis - which he maintains to this day 
- upon the text as being most important in 
criticism. He focuses upon the nature of Victorian 
texts in typical fashion when he states, “An 
exploitation of the fact that one can in language 
imagine oneself as having direct access to another 
mind makes Victorian fiction possible” (1968: 3). 

Not surprisingly, when deconstructionism and its 
emphasis on dissecting the text appeared in the late 
1960s, MUler shifted his focus in that direction. In 
fact. The Form of Victorian Fiction is considered his 
first deconstruction-centered work. MUler is gen¬ 
erally placed among a group known as the Yale 
deconstructionists, a group which also includes 
Jacques Derrida, Paul de Man, Harold Bloom, and 
Geoffrey Hartman. Their work culminated itself in 
Deconstructionism and Criticism (1979), often seen as 
their manifesto. Deconstruction reigned as the 
predominant form in literary theory from the mid- 
1970s to the mid-1980s. It was then replaced by 
other styles of criticism, including new' historicism. 
Most of these were characterized by a shift away 
from the text and toward the world in which it was 
created. 

This movement away from the text was a source 
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of great dismay for Miller, whose entire career was 
built upon his passion for the text. In Miller’s 
Presidential Address to the Modern Language 
Association in 1986, he aeknowledged with dismay 
the shift away from language and toward history 
and culture. While cultural criticism usually 
emphasizes the links between it and the texts that 
culture produces (and vice versa). Miller steadfasdy 
polarized the two in his presentation. Miller 
actually addresses this difference in the first chapter 
of The Ethics of Reading (1987), as he asserts that 
although social and political conditions are popu¬ 
larly considered to be the causes of the texts that 
they produce, such contentions in themselves are 
figures of speech (1987: 6). “Mirroring, reflection, 
or mimesis is a species of metaphor,” he states. 
Miller adds that understanding the polarity 
between culture and text that he sees requires 
linguistic and/or rhetorical analysis (1987: 7). He 
further states that he does not believe that historical 
scholars of the mid-1980s have succeeded in 
demonstrating that historical context supersedes 
or even significandy informs language. 

Given Miller’s pointed attitude about the place 
of culture within the text, and vice versa, it is 
fascinating that he wrote and published an article 
in 1995 about hypertext. On the one hand, 
hypertext by its very nature is wholly textual. The 
links are created not by the past experiences of the 
reader or by the physical availability of the text in a 
bookstore or library, but by a series of letters, 
numbers, and punctuation marks known as 
Hypertext Markup Language (HTML). On the 
other hand — and perhaps more significandy 
considering Miller’s views toward culture - hyper¬ 
text and the websites that are its products have 
spawned the realm of cybercidture, in which 
culture and the language that makes up hypertext 
are intertwined. But MiUer is able to negotiate this 
coupling in a way that he was not able to do when 
the two were considered via theory and criticism 
alone. Hypertext, to Miller, is in a sense the 
ultimate in textuality. 

Miller’s latest book, Reading Marrative (1998), is a 
consideration of the language within narrative in 
the novel. He explores several traditionally cano¬ 
nical writers, including Aristotie, William Shake¬ 
speare, and Charles Dickens. He addresses the 
importance of narrative throughout the novel — 


beginning, middle, and end - and breaks the book 
into consideration of each of these. Miller carefully 
analyzes his examples, but tells us that example 
does not take precedence over theory, nor does 
theory take precedence over example. Indeed, each 
relies upon the other in order to effectively 
function. But perhaps most importantly, in terms 
of postmodernism, both theory and example are 
text-oriented. 

References 

MiUer, J. HUlis (1968) The Form of Victorian Fiction: 
Thackeray, Dickens, Trollope, George Eliot, Meredith 
and Hardy, Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 
Dame Press. 

- (1987) The Ethics of Reading: Kant, de Man, 

Trollope, James and Benjamin, New York: Columbia 
University Press. 

-(1995) “The Ethics of Hypertext,” Diacritics: A 

Review of Contemporary Criticism, 25, 3: 27—39. 

Further reading 

Davis, Robert Con and Schleifer, Ronald (eds) 
(1985) Rhetoric and Form: Deconstruction at Yale, 
Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press. 
MUler, J. HUlis (1963) The Disappearance of God: Five 
Mneteenth-Centiiry Writers, Cambridge, MA: Har¬ 
vard University Press. 

- (1991) Theory Mow and Then, Durham, NC: 

Duke University Press. 

TRACY CLARK 

mimesis 

GeneraUy, mimesis is the art of imitation; in 
rhetoric and poetics, it usuaUy refers to the 
modes of discourse which have the imitation of 
nature, including human nature, as their central 
aim. Western mimetic theory is usuaUy traced to 
Platonic and Aristotehan treatments of the concept. 
While both define mimesis as an “imitation of men 
in action,” Plato questions the instrumentality of 
imitating actions that do not affect the audience’s 
rational sense; Aristotle instead analyzes the forms 
of language through which imitation, an “instinct 



mirror stage 249 


of our nature,” is executed. Hence Aristotelian 
understandings of mimesis initiate formalist inves¬ 
tigations of how structured (or artful) imitations can 
bring pleasure by stimulating an instinctual attrac¬ 
tion to “harmony” and rhythm. This formal study 
of the art of imitation is also crucial to Longinus, 
who discusses the “natural kinship” with the 
sublime which can be stimulated by “imitation, 
or by the imagination.” Philip Sidney, too, asserts 
the primary role of mimesis since “no art delivered 
to mankind ... hath not the works of Nature for 
his principal object.” Even Wordsworth’s use of 
“the language really used by men” relies upon 
mimetic theories of representation, heightening 
“incidents and situations from common life” by 
providing a harmonic rendering of men in action. 

Thus, the rehance of Western aesthetic theory 
upon the concept of mimesis must not be under¬ 
estimated. The concept remains crucial even as it is 
critiqued: Erich Auerbach’s work continues to 
stimulate interest, Rene Girard has argued from a 
literary-anthropological perspective that Western 
thought’s reliance upon mimesis cannot be “a mere 
mistake,” and Paul Ricoeur’s theory of time and 
narrative construction rehes upon revisions of 
Aristotelian mimesis. 

But postmodern thought has generally extended 
the grounds for rejecting mimesis as a concept, 
rather than rehabilitating it. If, as Lyotard 
suggests, postmodernism is characterized by a 
refusal to accept metanarratives, the meta-narra- 
tives of mimesis - that true art represents nature — 
becomes a crucial site of postmodern revision. 
Derrida locates traditional understandings of tropes 
within mimesis, and in turn, asserts mimesis’s 
reliance upon the representation of “truth and 
presence.” This reliance upon a transcendental 
signified and a philosophy of presence is essential 
to mimesis, but antithetical to postmodernism, de 
Man too recognizes the “perennial problem” 
presented to philosophy by figural language that 
relies largely upon mimetic representation. 

Turning away from the metaphysics of 
presence, then, postmodernism denies the pre- 
hnguistic relationship with nature implied by 
mimesis. This denial can also be considered a 
critique of the Enlightenment ideal of perspicuous, 
anti-mythic language. Derrida instead suggests 
that metaphoric language itself belongs to the 


prescientific stage of language, and Adorno and 
Horkheimer assert that Enlightenment moder¬ 
nity is always already its own myth. In this 
philosophy of absence, the signified which was 
traditionally considered the object of mimetic 
language is itself regarded as absent. 

See also: metaphor 
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DOMINIC BELLI GARPINI 

mirror stage 

The mirror stage describes the process by which 
subjectivity comes into being, according to the 
psychoanalysis of Jacques Lacan. The mirror stage 
stands as a fundamental component in the 
inauguration of Lacan’s thought, even as it under¬ 
goes considerable transformations during his 
career. Lacan first describes the concept in the 
1930s, seeing it as being a locahzable moment in 
time in the development of the child: at some point 
between the ages of six and eighteen months, the 
child recognizes the image in the mirror as its own. 
By the 1950s, however, for Lacan this encounter of 
the child with its image has structural as well as 
historical consequences. 

The process of becoming a subject via the 
mirror stage depends on a conception of the infant 
as premature in an important sense: a six-month- 
old lacks bodily coordination, but its vision is 
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already well developed. Because of this develop¬ 
mental gap, the child sees its body in the mirror as 
whole and integral but does not possess the 
coordination necessary to experience it as such, 
and feels frustration. Thus to relieve this tension 
and aggression, the child comes to identify with the 
image, attempting to assume a bodily control and 
integrity that can be seen but not felt. It is this 
identification that brings the ego in being. The ego 
is, therefore, a product of alienation, deferral and 
lack: the child mistakes the self for the image, and 
assumes that the coordination, integrity and power 
that the image seems to possess wiU accrue back to 
it at some idealized later point in time. This lack 
will be retroactively identified with castration. 

The mirror stage comes to define what Lacan 
calls the imaginary register because of the im¬ 
portance of the image. As such, it has been 
important for the field of film studies as well as 
for investigations of postmodern subjectivity. 

See also: desire; subjectivity; Zizek, Slavoj 
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BRIAN WALL 

mise en abyme 

The term mise en abyme was introduced by Andre 
Gide (1869-1951) to describe a work within a 
work. Since the 1950s, interest in the construction 
of the subject or self, and the circularity or 
doubling of a subject, has led critics and theorists 
to continue examining the mise en abyme with 
respect to deconstruction, ideology theory, 
metacriticism, metafiction, psychoanalysis, and 
other poststructural theories, attempting to un¬ 
cover the constituting linguistic communication 


behind this device as it pertains to modernism, 
the wveau roman, and postmodern art criticism. 

An 1893 journal entry by Gide offers a brief 
explanation of the term: “In a work of art I rather 
like to find transposed, on the scale of the 
characters, the very subject of that work... Thus, 
in certain paintings of Memling or Quentin Metzys 
a small convex and dark mirror reflects the interior 
of the room in which the scene of the painting is 
taking place” (Gide 1955: 29). After offering 
additional examples of work by Velazquez (his 
painting Meninas) and Shakespeare (his play Ham- 
let), Gide admits that “none of these examples is 
altogether exact. What would... explain much 
better what I strove for in Cahiers, in Narcisse, and 
in La Tentative,” Gide continues, “is a comparison 
with the device of heraldry that consists in setting 
in the escutcheon a smaller one ‘en abyme,’ at the 
heart-point” (Gide 1955: 30). In the end, Gide 
dismisses even his own examples because they 
portray objects or events outside the perimeter of 
the frame, inaccurately reflect the work, or 
incorrecdy parallel forthcoming events. 

Lucien DaUenbach’s 1977 study, Le redt speculaire: 
essai sur la mise en abyme (translated and published in 
1989 as The Mirror in the Text), teases out a series of 
definitions from Gide’s reference. Though mise en 
abyme resists any succinct English equivalent, 
DaUenbach declares it to be “any aspect enclosed 
within a work that shows a simOarity with the work 
that contains it” (1977: 8). To examine the 
challenges of such self-reflexivity DaUenbach refers 
to three types of mirroring to unfold the concept: 
the simple, the infinite, and the aporetic. Each 
operates on one or more of three structural levels 
reflected in the story, in the artistic process, or in 
the narrative-linguistic code. Self-reflection and the 
narcissistic gaze of the writer-artist caU attention to 
Gide’s emphasis on the “subject of the work itself” 
which DaUenbach believes is fimdamentaUy rela¬ 
tional (1977: 18). However, this relational aspect of 
the mise en abyme remains problematic due to the 
tiiangulation of interpreter, the artistic and Uterary 
examples, and the mise en abyme of those examples. 

The Uterary world’s continuing fascination with 
perceptions - and misperceptions - of reality and 
the consequences of these perceptual changes 
remains in transition, an inquiry begun by 
CeiV'antes, Proust, and Gide that has continued 
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with Joyce, Calvino, and Borges. Applicability to 
art forms involved with mirroring techniques, 
subject-object elision, and metacriticism also make 
the mise en abyme a relevant element in postmodern 
art. The progression from artists such as Velazquez 
and Caravaggio, to Mondrian and Picasso, to the 
postmodern allegories of Robert Smithson and the 
metatextuality of Cindy Sherman represent the 
continuing tendency for the artist to continue 
wrestling with the self-reflexive. 
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SEAN SCANLAN 

modernism 

Modernism is the name given to the hterary, 
historic, and philosophical period from roughly 
1890 to 1950, which was marked by the belief in the 
unit)'of experience, the predominance ofuniversals, 
and a determinate sense of referentiality. The 
modernist era might best be conceived as the 
continuous blurring of an either/or. Either modern¬ 
ism is a historical era that perpetuates late Romantic 
and Victorian ideals and concludes around the time 
of the end of the Second World War (so-called high 
modernism), or modernism is merely an ideological 
appellation for a set of shared stylistic, cultural, and 
philosophical concepts and practices. Either mod¬ 
ernism is what postmodernism has reacted to and, 
consequently, defined itself against, or modernism is 


the prototype from which postmodernism has not 
only evolved but also has continued to perpetuate. 
Various postmodern thinkers and philosophers tend 
to align themselves along one particular side of the 
modern-postmodern either/or axis. Yet, given the 
fluidity of the conception of postmodernism, it is 
perhaps most eflicacious to grant that modernism is 
all of these various shades and none of them entirely; 
is both an historical and an ideological era; and is 
both the beginnings of the postmodern and that 
from which postmodernism broke. 

In the most basic terms, modernism represents 
the residual belief in the (self-evident) supremacy of 
logic and scientific rationalism that assumes reality 
as a whole can be rendered and comprehended, 
that ideas and concepts are determinate, and that 
human beings share a level of universal experience 
with one another that is transcultural and transhis- 
torical. In such an ouflook, referentiality is 
unmediated and, hence, natural. These various 
beliefs are evident in one form or another in most 
modernist stances toward the world and “mean¬ 
ing.” For instance, the philosophies of Sigmund 
Freud and Bertrand Russell, two of the most 
prominent and influential modernist thinkers, 
demonstrate the inclination toward totalization 
and determinacy. Freud’s schematic for interpret¬ 
ing dreams and his geography of the conscious- 
unconscious proposes a totalizing system that 
transcends cultural and historical boundaries and 
addresses a fundamental, universal human phe¬ 
nomena. Russell and his conception of “logical 
positivism” details a scientific approach to meaning 
and language that allows for the complete and total 
comprehension of the structures of reality. Both 
thinkers represent a predominate modernist ten¬ 
dency: the inscription of a totalizing, transhisto- 
rical, and universal system of meaning. 

Similarly, literary modernism also proposes the 
work of literature as a total world. While modernist 
writers valorized technical and ideational innova¬ 
tion (as in Ezra Pound’s dictum to make it “new”), 
most modernist texts stiU assumed the predomi¬ 
nance of universals. The explicit goal of many 
modernist writers was to create or re-create a 
totalizing and all-inclusive system that addressed 
the fundamental, universal issues of human 
existence. As such, modernism uncritically adopted 
scientific rationalism, logic, and classical Greek 
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philosophy (as in James Joyce’s Ulysses, Ezra Pound’s 
Cantos, and H.D. (Hugh Doolitde)’s Helm in Egypt) in 
an effort to reclaim a transcendental signifier that 
re-established a sense of transcendent meaning. Yet, 
elements of the postmodern can also be located in 
the writings of modernist writers. The resistance to 
closure, the significance of a fluid, uncontained 
form concomitant with content, the explicit role 
that discourse plays in narrative, the foregrounding 
of intertextuality, the significance of process as 
opposed to a finished work, and the rupturing of 
transparent, unmediated referentiality are evident 
in the writings of James Joyce, William Faulkner, 
Gertrude Stein, and other “modernist” writers. In 
essence, modernism is both anti-postmodern and 
proto-postmodern in that modernism lays the 
foundation of terms and concepts that postmodern¬ 
ism will both resist and appropriate. 

Jean-Franfois Lyotard, in his various readings 
of the relationship of modernism and postmodern¬ 
ism, proposes that the most prominent feature of 
modernism is in fact the primacy of a universal or 
master narrative that embodies and encompasses 
all other subnarratives, dependent upon a trans¬ 
cendental signifier that imbues the entire system 
with a univocal meaning (see univocity) and 
assumes that all other ideological modes fall within 
its boundaries. Ultimately, this metanarrative 
functions as a universal measure against which 
everything must be understood. 

Modernism, in this regard, is pivotal in any 
understanding of the postmodern. Even though 
postmodern discourses exposes many of the central 
ideas of modernism as false - primarily the fact 
that systems of meaning are neither transcendent 
nor self-evident but are the product of sodo- 
historical and ideological forces, and that innova¬ 
tion is in fact merely a re-appropriation of older 
values - an implicit tension still remains in that the 
constellation of postmodern values are a direct 
extension of ideas and concepts put forth by 
modernist writers and thinkers. Therefore, mod¬ 
ernism might best be conceptualized as a field of 
ideas, styles, and concepts to which the postmodern 
has returned, carried off, and transformed while 
simultaneously criticizing what it has chosen to 
transform and leave behind. 

DAVID CLIPPINGER 


moral philosophy 

Moral philosophy or ethics is, along with episte¬ 
mology and metaphysics, one of the major 
branches of philosophy. Often called the 
“science” of morals, ethics addresses the values 
by which humans understand themselves, others, 
and the natural world as objects of moral 
consideration. More specifically, ethics consists in 
the systematic second-order reflection on the first- 
order behefs and practices delimiting the bound¬ 
aries and constituents of goodness, virtue, and right 
action. Etliics is most properly understood as the 
philosophical study of morality. 

Ethics normally divides into three sub-disci¬ 
plines: normative ethics, meta-ethics, and applied 
ethics. Normative ethics, aiming to answer defini¬ 
tively the question, “what ought I to do?” 
articulates the moral principle(s), practices, and 
methods of reasoning meant to ascertain correct 
decisions to moral dilemmas. Since normative 
ethics seeks the ultimate criteria for moral goodness 
and right action, a key feature of any such ethical 
principle or system is universality. UtUitarianism, 
Aristotehan virtue etliics, and the deontological 
moral theory of Immanual Kant are all examples 
of ethical systems posited by normative ethicists. 
Disagreement remains over which of the various 
normative systems provides the best criteria of 
moral goodness. 

Meta-ethics analyzes the rational foundation 
and justification of ethical principles and systems. It 
thus attempts to estabhsh the answer to the 
question, “why should I do what I seem obligated 
to do?” This sub-division also analyzes ethical 
language, probing the meaning of moral concepts 
such as “good,” “free wiU,” “duty,” and so on. 
Furthermore, meta-ethics addresses the following 
kinds of problems; do moral judgments reflect 
objective truths or are they merely expressions of a 
person’s subjective opinions, desires, and disposi¬ 
tions? If we can find definitive answers to moral 
problems, do we do so through a particular use of 
reason or do we rely on some kind of moral sense? 
Are moral values relative to different cultures, 
times in history, and circumstances? 

Apphed ethics scrutinizes complexity of specific 
moral problems. Often it attempts to provide moral 
guidance for those who find themselves confronted 
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with such divisive, controversial issues. Abortion, 
euthanasia, animal rights, sexism, war crimes, 
capital punishment, and racism are examples of 
topics of interest to applied ethicists. 

Ethics falls under the sweep of postmodernism’s 
general critique of epistemology, with its suspicion 
of authoritative knowledge claims. In fact, post¬ 
modernist perspective might suggest that much of 
ethic’s object of study is a chimera, a mere vestige 
of modernism’s faith in progress, devotion to 
humanism, and trust in reason. 

The fundamental assumptions that drive a 
postmodernist critique establish the ground for 
such an assessment. Generally speaking, a post¬ 
modernist perspective is marked by a series of 
denials. There is, postmodernism maintains, no 
one system according to which objective truths 
might be revealed; there is no single, ultimate 
foundation (such as God, Nature, or human 
reason) according to which values and knowledge 
claims might be justified; history is not unfolding in 
an ultimately discoverable, steadily progressive, 
teleological manner; human consciousness is not 
the root of all meaning and value; and no 
essentialist picture of human nature and agency 
adequately or accurately captures what constitutes 
human subjecthood. 

Thus, postmodernism regards normative ethics 
as engaged in a fruitiess search for a single moral 
principle or rationally coherent system since there 
cannot be any single ethical system. Hence, 
epistemological trust cannot be placed with any 
particular ethical metanarrative. With respect to 
meta-ethics, we cannot know why we ought to 
follow certain moral principles. Postmodernism 
holds that morality is not necessarily rational, that 
there is no foundation discoverable by reason 
which is available to justify any particular ethical 
system, there is no neutral perspective from which 
one might rank moral principles and systems, 
moral values and behefs are subjective rather than 
objective, there is no “true” human nature that, 
with the help of reason, will be expressed with the 
adoption of any particular ethical system, and that 
autonomy and rationality cannot be identified as 
the ideal and defining characteristics of the person 
qua moral subject. 

Given its denial of ethical universality, post¬ 
modernism advocates moral relativism: the notion 


that moral behefs, values, and practices vary from 
culture to culture, from time period to time period, 
and perhaps even from situation to situation. 
Hence, the answer to the question, “What ought 
I to do?,” if considered meaningful, varies accord¬ 
ing to the circumstances of the inquirer. There is 
not a consistent postmodernist prescription for the 
state of moral relativism, however. Worries over the 
specter of nihilism and radical scepticism haunt the 
work of Jameson and Eagleton. A range of 
other postmodernist perspectives deny the inevit¬ 
ability of nihilism and similar negative positions. 
Rorty, for example, maintains that although moral 
obligations are no more than culturally defined and 
enforced codes of behavior, certain codes are better 
than others, practically speaking. Laclau and 
Mouffe, Habermas, and the later political 
writings of Derrida, though differing in significant 
ways, endorse the value of using moral language 
and of conceptualizing morally better ways of life. 
StiU other theorists such as Levinas, Foucault, 
Bauman and certain feminist writers (see femin¬ 
ism) such as Kristeva suggest radically recon¬ 
ceptualizing ethics. The ideal autonomous agent, 
ethical objectivity, and an emphasis on other- 
directed action are dropped in favor of the model 
of face to face encounters, the notion of ambiguity, 
the concepts of psychoanalysis, the practice of 
writing, and the primacy of a subject’s self¬ 
formation. Whether such postmodern alternatives 
escape the accusation of essentiahsm that post¬ 
modernism is so keen to avoid is open to 
discussion. 

Such postmodernist challenges to philosophical 
ethics do not stop us from asking, as Lyotard 
notes, how to five, and why? Hence, the need for 
something like applied ethics persists. Issues such as 
HIV/AIDS, terrorism, sexuality, genetic manipula¬ 
tion, global warfare, and the use/disuse of the 
natural environment will certainly be of pressing 
importance in our postmodern world. 
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JENNIFER C. MANION 

Mouffe, Chantal 

b. 17 June 1943, Baulet, Belgium 
Political philosopher 

In both her solo works and her collaborations with 
Ernesto Laclau, Chantal Mouffe has applied the 
ideas of Derridean deconstruction and Grams- 
cian hegemony to the realm of leftist political 
thought and action. This has been done through an 
analysis of the mechanisms by which social 
identities are precariously constructed and remain 
always incomplete, and a call for the recognition of 
how power and antagonism are indispensable 
constituents of the field she calls “the political.” 

Mouffe begins with the idea that no identity can 
gain meaning or specification except through its 
exclusionary relations to others: in short, the 
creation of a “we” always requires the construction 
of a “diem” that is different from us. This we/them 
opposition is always ambiguous because this 
other remains constitutive of any identity and so is 
entangled with it. Identities are therefore necessa¬ 
rily incomplete and always refer beyond them¬ 
selves. But these differentiations furtiier give rise to 
a binary opposition of another order - that of 
friend/enemy. This follows from the requirement 
of constructing the boundaries or frontiers of a 
social field as a totality. The differences among 
various identities must here be subordinated to an 
equivalence they share in opposition to yet another 
difference, and this difference must be of another 
order to that between the identities, for otherwise it 
could not be characterized by its exteriority. This 
is a necessarily antagonistic exclusion, constituting 
an otherness or alterity that is not only different 
but also a threat to identity. But like any other 
constitutive exclusion, it remains ambiguously 
inscribed “within” any collective identity as that 
which lies “beyond” it. Antagonism is ineliminable, 
because the equivalence among identities is an 


indispensable aspect of their relationahty: if it had 
no equivalences with others, an identity would be 
indifferent to these others and so fully constituted 
within itself But the equivalence constituted by 
antagonism must also remain always incomplete, 
for any firm and final distinction between friend 
and enemy would similarly establish of an identity 
in itself - here at the level of a social totality - 
which would fail to be relational. 

As no identity is natural or pregiven, power is 
always implicated in the formation of the bound¬ 
aries establishing identity, and particularly those 
which create the antagonism of friend and enemy. 
The power involved in exclusion, the concomitant 
impossibility of any fuUy inclusive social identity, 
and the ambiguous nature of the divisions thus 
established, makes the definition of collective 
identity the site of political struggle. Here, Mouffe 
refers to the idea of hegemony. A hegemonic 
strategy is one which seeks to construct collective 
identities and establish the ultimate bormdaries or 
frontiers of a society. Hegemony is indispensable to 
the construction of social meaning, and as such is a 
necessary component of any political action; and it 
is an eminently political act because it is a 
determination taken on a terrain of undecidabUity 
where no neutral set of rational rules might exist to 
necessitate one hegemonic construction over an¬ 
other. 

These issues of identity, meaning and power are 
poorly understood, Mouffe argues, by Kantian 
liberal theorists who acknowledge the fact of 
modern moral pluralism but seek to rationally 
ground a set of neutral rules which stands above 
the fray of competing interpretations, and com¬ 
munitarian theorists who recognize the historical 
situatedness of any identity and any set of social- 
political norms, but who seek to restructure 
modern, Western life around a substantive con¬ 
ception of a unitary moral good which is 
inappropriate to the times. But it is further 
misunderstood by exponents of an old-Left Marx¬ 
ism which centers political thought and action 
around the essentialisms of labor and class, 
understands freedom as emancipation of a re¬ 
pressed identity which would subsequently exist in 
a society where power was eliminated, and cedes 
the entire realm of articulation to its political 
opponents, dismissing it as an ideological super- 
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structure. Against all these positions, MoufFe 
affirms the need for a leftist politics which actively 
engages in hegemonic strategies, constructing lines 
of equivalence among diverse identities while 
admitting the necessary contingency, historicity, 
and incompleteness of its attempts. Only in this 
way is it possible to affirm a multiplicity of partially 
overlapping identity struggles in Marxism, femin¬ 
ism, gay and lesbian politics, postcolonialism, 
and the like, while avoiding the temptation to see 
this multiplicity as a threat to some vital unity of 
the Left. 

MoufFe calls this a postmarxist politics of radical 
democracy^ and a reconstruction of the political 
imaginary of the Left. It aims to deepen the 
modern democratic revolution by politicizing 
realms of modern life usually understood as 
apolitical or private. This requires the articulation 
of neither neutrality nor some substantive moral 
good, but rather of a political good presented as an 
ideal of democratic citizenship. This, in turn, 
outiines the limits of democratic pluralism and 
political community, as it must exclude those who 
would not accept the “democratic rules of the 
game.” On this point, Mouffe’s most important 
teacher is Carl Schmitt, who recognizes the 
impossibility of escaping the friend/enemy distinc¬ 
tion in politics. Schmitt used this idea to maintain 
the incommensurability between liberalism and 
democracy^ holding that since the former relegates 
a series of disruptive identity issues concerning 
morality, religion and the economy to the private 
sphere, its effect can only be to undermine the 
democratic unity of rulers and ruled in modern, 
liberal states. While acknowledging the power of 
Schmitt’s critique of liberalism, Mouffe maintains 
that modern democracy cannot be understood in 
terms of the homogeny of an organic society, but 
must instead follow Claude Lefort and acknowl¬ 
edge, as a consequence of pluralism, the ways in 
which democracy embodies a “dissolution of 
markers of certainty” and leaves the institutions 
of political power as “empty places” around which 
various struggles for influence and hegemonic 
redefinition take place. 

See also: Derrida, Jacques; post-Marxism 
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NATHAN WIDDER 

musicology, postmodern 

The discipline of musicology, like the word itself 
which the Oxford English Dictionary dates only back 
to 1909 (or even 1915), is a twentieth-century', 
specifically Anglo-American institution echoing the 
tradition of French musicologie and with analogies to 
German Musikwissenschaft. As a modern and 
ineluctably postmodern project, musicology derives 
from a predominandy Austro-German generation 
of scholars who translated a continentaUy Eur¬ 
opean tradition of analysis (Heinrich Schenker and, 
in London, Donald Francis Tovey and Hans 
KeUer) and formal music theory (routinely articu¬ 
lated by then-contemporary new composers: Ar¬ 
nold Schoenberg, Rudolf Reti, and Theodor 
Adorno, as well as Karl-Heinz Stockhausen and 
Pierre Boulez) into English language university 
contexts. 

More than a knowledge of music history, 
acoustics and aesthetics, harmony and counter¬ 
point, modern musicology ambitions a specifically, 
even positivistically epistemological project. Its 
methods range from the formal, structuralist 
schemes of analysis (such as Schenker’s hierarchy 
of levels [Stuferi) or lines {Ursatz/Urlinie), culminating 
in precise and mathematically parsed expressions 
of high theoretical modernism) to Schoenberg’s 
encompassing retrieve of traditional music theory 
culminating in his own modernist twelve-tone 
compositional theory. The difference between 
modern and postmodern musicology is rooted in 
the same method Friedrich Nietzsche had 
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charged with a painless triumph over science in our 
own times. Instead of a comprehensive, absolute 
understanding of music, postmodern musicology 
reflects not only the proliferation of smaller or local 
narratives and points of view Jean-Frangois Lyo¬ 
tard had analyzed as the postmodern epistemic 
condition in the wake of the demise of “grand 
narratives” and a monotonic (Western) Enlight¬ 
enment perspective, but the inherent scepticism or 
ironic sensibility of a sophisticated era character¬ 
ized by Umberto Eco as the “age of lost 
innocence.” Music is not made for music’s sake 
but is keyed to commissions, recording and concert 
fees, and above aU record charts; for as Derek Scott 
observes “classical music is as involved in the 
marketplace as pop and jazz” (1999: 134). 

If the formalism and high theory of modern 
musicology arguably reflect frustrations inherendy 
endemic to emigre scholars in an American context, 
postmodern musicology’s disciplinary fortunes 
mirror the poststructuralist and deconstructive 
movements in the wake of postmodern theory on 
every level, inevitably challenging the whiggish 
convictions of a discipline devoted to high art or 
traditional Western concert music. Thus the new 
historicism reflects radical changes in the larger 
discipline of history. Debates on early music maybe 
conducted not only from ancient or modern but 
also postmodern perspectives (see “Symposium: 
The Early Music Debate; Ancients, Moderns, 
Postmoderns,” in The Journal of Musicology (1992) 
10(1): 113-30). Postmodern history of music goes 
beyond philological or autographical study to 
include heretofore new sources, transforming 
archival work with archaeological, sociological, 
anthropological even engineering and materials 
science, etc. The traditional focus on Western 
music is called into question and aU musicology, in 
a postmodern echo of Walter Pater’s originally 
formalist and ur-modern musing, might now be 
said to aspire to the condition of ethnomusicology. 
Bruno Nettl, in “The Institutionalization of 
Musicology,” observes that Waldo Selden Pratt’s 
claim that “musicology must include every con¬ 
ceivable discussion of musical topics” (Nettl 1999; 
293) includes the creative consequences entailed by 
Charles Seeger’s seminal transformation of ethno¬ 
musicology. Further transformations resulted from 
what EUen Koskoff names “a rebellious lot of 


postmodernists with their individual readings, 
deconstructions and non-centered, non-theories” 
(Koskoff 1999: 546). Withal, the ideal (and value) of 
art music came under attack as betraying the values 
of a particular (bourgeois or upper/middle) class. 

Kerman’s provocative study. Contemplating Music, 
with its plea for a more responsibly or rigorously 
historical and interpretive understanding of music, 
including the variety of necessary aspects of 
musicology: “paleography, transcription, repertory 
studies, archival work, biography, bibhography, 
sociology, Aitffuhrungspraxis, schools and influences, 
style analysis, individual analysis ...” (Kerman 
1985: 123), elicited a predictably reactionary, 
positivistic response from conservative musicolo¬ 
gists who rightly heard in this the challenges of the 
genealogical theory of Michel Foucault together 
with a panoply of perspectives drawn from such 
divergent (and variously) received scholarly arenas 
as queer theory, as well as cultural and race 
studies, feminsm (see feminism and postmo¬ 
dernism), deconstruction and structural¬ 
ism, Lacanian psychoanalysis, semiotics, and 
film studies. Such challenges, like the modishly 
“rebeUious” efforts of Lawrence Kramer’s post¬ 
modernism, reflect the explicidy heteronomous 
project of postmodern musicolog}' “conveying the 
connectedness of aU musical thinking” (Cook and 
Everist 1999: xii). 

Postmodern musicology thus offers a radicalized 
continuation of modern musicology by consum¬ 
mately modern means. Resisting the progress ideal 
of totalizing knowledge, it includes aspects formerly 
(formally) excluded as irrelevant to music as aspects 
forming the broad basis of the culture of music in 
aU its dimensions. Emblematically, Jose A. Bowen’s 
“Finding the Music in Musicology: Performance 
History and Musical Works” cites Nelson Good¬ 
man and footnotes Ludwig Wittgenstein along with 
Lydia Goehrs’s The Imaginaty Museum of Musical 
Works, but Bowen concentrates less on philosophy 
than audiophile discography. Hence, in its most 
general expression, postmodern musicology re¬ 
sponds to what Fredric Jameson calls the 
“cultural logic of late capitalism” reflected in the 
same culture industry transforming radio and 
television media into comprehensive agents of 
unidimensional influence. Although most contem¬ 
porary music hearers are no longer likely to know 
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the amateur’s condition of musical practice so 
important for Roland Barthes’s reflections, more 
people hear more music of more kinds than ever 
before - not only by attending concert perfor¬ 
mances or hstening to the radio but also in the 
multifarious contexts made possible by recorded 
music; music video, web audio files, music broad¬ 
casts in office buildings, restaurants and mails, 
elevators, airplanes, etc. - and television and radio 
commercials have always had distinguishable 
“soundtracks.” Following the exactly “back¬ 
ground” conventionality of film music (a focal 
subject of postmodern musicology), music is the 
ambient atmosphere of postmodern culture and 
postmodern musicology reflects the popular diffu¬ 
sion and scholarly, theoretically exemplary influ¬ 
ence of electronically recorded music, particularly 
in its digitalized, not record and not taped 
(analogue) format. If musicology typically focuses 
on the notational tradition of Western art music, it 
also has an affinity for the study of recorded music 
(this runs from early records to digitalized compact 
disc recordings and beyond and is the reason most 
guides to musical style and language include lists of 
appropriate recordings; fixing not only the work 
but also the performer/performance and the 
conditions of production as exemplary). 

The transformation of hobby hi-fi into the 
culture of high end audio sensibilities informing 
every decision to purchase an automobile or 
computer, metamorphosing the corner record store 
into a host of different, huge theme department 
stores (FNAG, Virgin, Tower, and so on) dedicated 
to retailing recorded music in every major city of 
the world, illustrates the late capitalist exponential 
proliferation of market ventures beyond suburban- 
mall developments to the Internet. In the virtual 
marketplace, consumers are imagined as expres¬ 
sing an infinity of different musical needs/moods. 

Postmodern musicologies do not question the 
imperatives of late capitalism. But they do move 
away from encompassing accounts or critiques 
toward ironic or playful, pluralized and conscien¬ 
tiously diverse perspectives, changing the musico- 
logical canon in theory, without altering the 
standard repertoire of music on offer in high 
culture (Randel 1992). Yet the variety of perspec¬ 
tives can be overstated. Thus Kramer’s Classical 
Music and Postmodern Knowledge could appropriate 


the “canon” of multifarious attention to interdisci¬ 
plinary perspectives and the broad cultural context 
that belongs to (if it also transgresses) the 
persistently romantic and nineteenth century ideal 
of music. Yet, although a composer, Kramer does 
not write as one and his critical categories are 
surprisingly limited to deconstructivist/poststruc- 
turalist literary theory. 

Newer musicologies seek to rethink the “dis¬ 
appointments” of such literally literary allies in 
favor not only of new musical histories and 
performance studies but also the broader theore¬ 
tical range of ethnomusicology. One review of style 
codes as social conventions is compeUingly detailed 
with the observation that although “the interval of 
the tritone ... conveyed emotional anguish to 
seventeenth century Venetians” it lacked the same 
meaning for contemporary “Scottish Highlanders. 
There is an old Piobairachad of uncertain date 
bearing the title Praise of Marion (‘Guileagag 
Moraig’) which, in one variation alone, contains 24 
tritone within 32 bars” (Scott 1999; 141). Ethno¬ 
musicology necessarily includes context, musical 
and otherwise, articulated along a shifting border 
between the musical and the non-musical. The 
voices of critical musicology include not only 
ethnomusicologists per se, such as Netfl, Koskoff, 
Philip Bohlman, along with students of nationalism 
in music, like Richard Taruskin and Pamela Potter, 
but also analysts and theorists such as Arnold 
Whittal, Robert Fink, Nicholas Cook, Mark Ever- 
ist, Leo Treitler, students of film music and musical 
semiotics, music psychology, and theorists of 
musical style, such as Rose Rosengard Subotnik 
as well as Carolyn Abbate and historians of gender 
in music, such as Ruth Solie, the historian Gary 
Tomlinson and the historian of music, Katherine 
Bergeron, as well as philosophers like Goehr, 
Daniel Charles, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, Cathe¬ 
rine Clement, and Stanley Cavell representing 
some of the other “voices” claiming a hearing 
along the byways of the musicological mainstream. 

Modernism in music begins with the invention 
of recording - a necessary coincidence from 
Adorno’s perspective, as Michael Chanan’s study 
(1994) further documents - and was perhaps 
hardly accidentally simultaneously entombed in 
the age of electronic reproduction. Postmodern 
musicology’s attention to performance practice 
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continues modernist attention to the importance of 
historical performance practices (including 
“authentic” or period instruments) to the techni¬ 
cally “prepared” shock of presentation increasingly 
routine in the performative context ranging from 
John Cage’s 433 to George Crumb’s Makrokosmos, 
installing the fetishized piano laid bare in time and 
as performance (object). 

Although postmodern music is as unwieldy a 
term as any in the postmodern nomenclature, it is 
better defined than the other arts just because 
(continuing an ancient parallel) modern music is as 
distinct a phenomenon as modern (or postmodern) 
architecture. Postmodern architecture does not 
alter the ethos of modern design but flattens it 
out: absorbing the demands of critique with 
unmistakably, calcrdatedly, superficial detail. Form 
still follows function but function reflected in 
formal design elements (quoted columns echoing 
the new canon of the toy block writ large, and not, 
say, pretending to quote a Doric order, except and 
this is the idea, in the consumer’s/reviewer’s mind, 
and so on). If modern music is characterized by its 
atonality and dissonance {a la Schoenberg) and 
hence in terms of its revolutionary disposition with 
regard to the canons of both classical and romantic 
musical styles, the fascination with the idea (not the 
sounding) of silences in (discourse on) postmodern 
music (via modernist minimahsts like Anton 
Webern, John Cage, Morton Feldman, and so on) 
characterizes the impossible opposition (a music 
that cannot be heard, a music that is “not music”) 
that is the inevitable legacy of modern music as 
Adorno describes it. 

This is the old new music at the end of the 
twentieth century now received with a striking 
absence of concert-haU outrage or even reviewer’s 
pique (thus, as one critic yawns, Philip Glass 
stretches opera’s limits less and less with each new 
premiere), incorporating minimalism and atonality 
with melody but also the higher ambitions of 
precisely pre-classical, quasi-baroque, pseudo-litur¬ 
gical musical pieces or else, not always alternatively, 
cosmic celebrations of scientific images, world- 
tiews, and transformations. 

The jaded trajectory of new music bears 
numerous analyses. Jost Hermand assesses the 
vanishing of an authentic avant-garde in music as 
coordinate with the “ahbi” motivation of a postw'ar 


interest in musicians formerly denigrated as 
decadent. The musical avant-garde had failed to 
effect not only critique but change for a host of 
reasons, including access to concert and opera 
halls, recording studios and a sufficient mass of 
listener or consumer support but most perniciously 
because it ran arvry of the National Socialist music 
aesthetic. For Hermand, the return to the atonal in 
Germany as revived at the Darmstadt festivals, and 
the serialism and minimalism celebrated in mid¬ 
century at Harvard, preserves the vain ideal of 
absolute music in the absence of political/social 
reference. Beyond modernist sensibilities, postmo¬ 
dern music is music that seeks to work as new after 
the eager hope of shocking one’s listeners has been 
sacrificed to the reality of the jaded ear and the 
continuing saga of disinterest, lack of access to 
concert and opera halls, recording studios or 
contracts and so on. The focus on jazz as 
progressively, impeccably playful postmodern mu¬ 
sic retains this politically corrective aura or 
phantasm. Thus Scott declares “12-bar blues” 
more important “to twentieth century music than 
the 12-note row” (1999; 139). 

Perhaps more than anytiiing else, the postmo¬ 
dern condition of music corresponds to the 
recurrence of the religious in the absence of behef 
This has many expressions from Henryk Gorecki 
(1933-) and Olivier Messiaen (1908-92) to the 
runaway commercial success of Chant, recorded by 
the Benedictine monks of Santo Domingo de Silos, 
and even “new age” compositions. Although the 
same musicological canon that excludes popular 
music likewise dismisses “new age” music, “ser¬ 
ious” or art musical compositions of the late 
twentieth century share many spiritual overtones 
with new age music, just as Stockhausen’s atonal 
music recalls religious Tibetan tone poems. 

Aligning the modern in music with the avant- 
garde, the noise/music of Cage remains closer to 
what the composers of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century with their generous en¬ 
thusiasm for “New Music” (Gustav Mahler (1860- 
1911) and Claude Debussy (1862-1918)) could 
praise as then-contemporaneous externs (particu¬ 
larly the music of Schoenberg (1874—1951) and the 
Second Viennese School, such as Alban Berg 
(1885-1935), Ferruccio Busoni (1866-1924), and 
Anton Webern (1883-1945)). Such fondness for the 
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avant-garde, and optimistic sense of the liberating 
qualities of music as pure sound has markedly 
diminished in composers of the late twentieth 
century. Postmodern musicology reflects the dis¬ 
appearing difference between art and popular 
culture in a postcritical world culture in the wake 
of the late twentieth century deconstruction of 
geographical, political/social, but above all eco¬ 
nomic walls and borders, Thus, the Kronos 
Quartet or Hilliard Ensemble offer the quintessen- 
tiaUy postmodern or marketing proof that record¬ 
ing new old music (Carlo Gesualdo (1560-1613) or 
Thomas Tallis (1505/6—85)), is as profitable as new 
new music (George Crumb (1929-) or Arvo Part 
(1935-)). 
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Nancy, Jean-Luc 

Born 26 July 1940, Bordeaux, France 

Philosopher and theorist 

While Jean-Luc Nancy, a professor at the Uni¬ 
versity of Strasbourg, has published an immense 
amount of work on his own, he is perhaps best 
known for his collaboration with Philippe Lacoue- 
Labarthe. Their work together extends much of the 
discourse with Western metaphysics as reflected by 
Heidegger and Derrida’s reading of Heidegger. 
While Nancy’s general concerns are aesthetics, 
politics, and literature, his work is concerned with 
both literature and philosophy and the intersection 
at which they occur. 

Nancy’s work shares affinities with that of 
Maurice Blanchot, for whom the question “what 
is literature?” looms large. For Nancy, the relation¬ 
ship between literature and philosophy is especially 
key. While partial to the Derridean project of 
deconstruction, Nancy’s work works more in 
harmony rather than in unison. One of the most 
representative collaborative works is The Literary 
Absolute, which extends Walter Benjamin’s study of 
romanticism. The subtide of the book, The Theory of 
literature in German Romanticism, is especially teUing, 
for it defines the relationship between hterature 
and philosophy so important to their work; that is, 
literature becomes an expression or presentation of 
the philosophical. While the most immediate 
predecessor is Benjamin, their study extends back 
to Kant, particularly the work of the Critique of 
Judgment and the discussions on the presentation of 
the Idea. Given the symbiotic relationship between 


literature and philosophy, Nancy and Lacoue- 
Labarfhe devise the term eidaesthetics, combining 
the words for Idea and art, to suggest the symbiotie 
relationship of the philosophical and the literary. 
The critic steps in and extends the one into the 
other, but the symbiosis should not be seen as 
creating completion. In a Kantian sense, they find 
the critic opening up to an indeterminate concept, 
literature and philosophy never completing one 
another but un-completing, marking the excess and 
limitation to which they each extend. The term 
they prefer to refer to this relationship is “equivo- 
city,” the proliferating insignification of meaning. 
Specifically, they refer to “The equivocity of the 
absence of the work” (Nancy 1988: 124-5) at the 
end of The Literary Absolute, equivocity itself a 
comment on “the presentation of the absent and 
absolute Work” (1988; 126). For them, in the end, 
this gestures toward the glorious impossibihty of 
closure. 

This interest in the impossibility of closure later 
takes on specific significance for Nancy Ua another 
curious term: desoeuvree. Often translated as idle or 
inert, even inoperative, it is best understood via the 
neologism “unworking.” To suggest that something 
is unworking is to appreciate how aU writing and 
thinking does not work toward closure, to full 
presence, but marks the inexhaustible possibility of 
meaning. Rather than telling us everything, finally, 
speculative and narrative discourse helps us better 
understand what we don’t know, what is possible, 
and what is unsayable. 

More recently, Nancy’s work addresses the 
relationship between politics and aesthetics. Im¬ 
portantly, he sees their relationship as exemplative 



negative dialectics 261 


of tlie current crisis over meaning and value. 
Rather than presenting one as absolute, the center 
by which the other must be understood, he resists 
such valuation. As one recent translator suggests, 
Nancy is neither theistic nor atheistic. More 
accurately, his thinking represents what Jeffrey S. 
Librett describes as agnostic, thinking at the 
indeterminate limit between relative and absolute. 
This suggests neither belief nor disbelief in 
concepts such as meaning or truth but the intense 
pursuit of their very possibihty. 
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negative dialectics 

Negative dialectics is the name of a methodology 
(coined by Theodore Adorno) which functioned as 
a critique and corrective to the universalizing 
tendencies of Enlightenment reason (particularly, 
as manifest in the process of dialectical resolution). 
The term first appeared in publication in Adorno’s 
1966 work, Negative Dmlectics. For Adorno, the 
resolution of dialectical opposition in G.W.F 
Hegel’s philosophy was illusory. Although the 
term dialectics in Ancient Greece originally meant 
“to converse,” for Hegel it was to be understood as 
a type of self-criticism. Hegel had recognized that 
Kant’s antinomies presented two apparently 
incompatible answers (for instance, that the world 
has a hmit and that the world is without limit). For 
Kant, such an antinomy was a conflict of reason. 
For Hegel, the only way for reflection to move 
beyond this contradiction was to mediate and 
overcome each’s respective differences by means of 
a higher category or concept. 

For Adorno, this was the problem: through 
conceptual mediation, the differences among finite 
particitiars were subsumed to the notion of identity. 
Adorno critically referred to this mediation as 
“identity thinking.” Identity thinking reduces 
dialectical opposition or difference through a 
conceptual mediation which leads to a universal 
sameness. The loss of the sensuous particular 
through a reduction to sameness in the process of 
(conceptual) universalization, was for Adorno a 
form of violence that he hoped to overcome 
through his critical reformulation of dialectics in 
terms of a “negative dialectics.” Dialectics would 
be re articulated as a “negative dialectics” because 
by refusing resolution through the mediation of a 
higher category the respective terms of the contra¬ 
diction would remain oppositional or “negative.” 

Thus, as a corrective, Adorno described his 
dialectic as “negative” in order to emphasize what 
he believed was the original negative or opposi¬ 
tional nature of dialectic which Hegel’s system had 
collapsed into a mediated identity. Further, because 
this mediated identity was merely the product of 
theory, and not practice, it was fundamentally 
illusory. Like Kant, Adorno’s antinomies remained 
antinomial. Yet, unlike Kant, the antinomy de¬ 
scribed by negative dialectics was not a contra- 
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diction of reason, but rather arose from the real 
contradictions of society. In short, a conflict 
between reahty and its concept could not be 
resolved by theory alone. As a consequence of such 
real conflict, Adorno offered a principle of non¬ 
identity. Through this negative dialectic each 
aspect was articulated through critical reference 
to the other. This method for Adorno would rescue 
the non-identical, contingent, sensuous, particular 
from the abstract universal demands of autono¬ 
mous reason. 

Adorno’s dialectical method would stand as an 
“immanent critique” of idealism and the abstract 
character of Enlightenment rationality. This im¬ 
manent critique developed as a “logic of disin¬ 
tegration.” The critique was immanent because, by 
pushing the antinomies of Enlightenment reason to 
their very limits, he hoped to implode philosophy 
from the inside out. Its critical force, however, was 
to be both deconstructive and reconstructive. It 
was deconstructive in the sense that his hermeneu¬ 
tic approach articulated a disintegration of the 
subject and object poles of traditional epistemology. 
It was reconstructive, however, to the extent that he 
sought a logic, a logic of truth, within this very 
moment of disintegration. Negative dialectics 
would show that the object was identical with 
neither the subject nor itself After all, reason could 
not contain a reality that stood beyond cognition. 
The non-identity which Adorno affirmed through 
his method of negative dialectics anticipated 
postmodernism, but nevertheless remains distincffy 
different. 

Postmodernism 

Like postmodernism’s narrative, Adorno described 
the disintegration or deconstruction of both subject 
and object, but to the extent his project was 
reconstructive and recuperated a logic within the 
disintegration, he nevertheless sought a “truth,” 
one that was wholly foreign to aspirations of much 
of postmodernism. In other words, while post¬ 
modern theorists like Derrida and Baudrillard 
often encourage us to play and even celebrate our 
own current scene as a fragmentary crdtural 
landscape without meaning, Adorno beheved a 
certain form of meaning and truth are still possible. 
Thus, insofar as Adorno would not celebrate the 


loss of meaning, but rather sought a rehabihtation 
and reconstruction of many of the tenets of 
modernism, his work remains fundamentally 
different than postmodernism. It is through the 
methodology of negative dialectics that Adorno 
would subvert philosophical binary opposition and 
reconstruct and rehabilitate such modern philoso¬ 
phical constructs as truth and subjectivity. Despite 
this fundamental difference, however, the metho¬ 
dology of negative dialectics stood as an important 
groundwork for many of the insights of postmo¬ 
dern theory. 

Negative dialectics’ critique of Enlightenment 
reason and its insistence on non-identity is much 
like postmodernism’s emphasis on singularity, 
difference, and alterity. Thus, the methodology 
of negative dialectics has many themes in common 
with postmodernism. Some of these themes are as 
follows; (a) the embrace of non-identity and 
difference, (b) the recognition of the fragmentary 
nature of meaning, (c) the critique of foundation- 
alism, (d) an account of the dispersal of the 
epistemic subject, and (e) a recognition of the 
socio-political consequences (like, fascism) of epis¬ 
temic certainty. 

As already noted, however, for all these 
deconstructive gestures, Adorno will not abandon 
the broader conceptual framework of modern 
philosophy, as many postmodern theorists would 
prefer to do. Thus, if Adorno’s methodology of 
negative dialectics stood as an important landmark 
for postmodernism as a discourse of non-identity 
thinking, its critical, deconstructive elements are 
enlisted, nevertheless, with the fundamental hope 
to recuperate and reconstruct many of the key 
concepts of the modernist project. In this sense, 
negative dialectics stands as a methodology that 
could be described as sort of proto-postmodernism, 
but in the end, one whose recuperative gestures, at 
least from the perspective of many postmodern 
theorists, are (seemingly) not radical enough. 
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neostructuralism 

(Neostrukturalismus) 

Neostructuralism [Neostrukturalismus] is a term used 
by the German philosopher Manfred Frank to 
designate a branch of French theory otherwise 
known as poststructuralism. Frank prefers the 
term “neostructuralism” over “poststructuralism” 
because the prefix “post-” only indicates a 
temporal relation between structuralism and 
post-/neostructuralism, while “neo-” makes clear 
that what emerges is a rethinking of the notion of 
“structure.” From Frank’s perspective, neostructur- 
ahsm radicalizes and overthrows structuralism. In 
What is Neostructuralism? he summarizes what he 
considers the three key concepts of neostructural¬ 
ism through readings of Foucault, Lacan, and 
Derrida. First of aU, neostructuralism questions 
history as a continuous process, instead conceiving 
history as consisting of discontinuous epistemata 
and discursive formations not anchored in reality. 
Second, neostructuralism discredits the notion of 
an autonomous subject capable of self-reflection, 
for while the subject is constituted by language, it 
does not have a discernible impact on it. Third, 
neostructuralism assumes that meaning is never 
present in language; instead, there only is differance. 

In Das individuelle Allgemdne (1977), Frank is 
interested in a dialogue between contemporary 
German and French theory, but with a very specific 
purpose. He criticizes three aspects of neostructur- 
ahst theory. First, the idea that “language speaks 
itself” which can be found quite regularly in 
neostructuralist writing is implausible from Frank’s 
perspective. The “itself” indicates a moment of 
reflection only explained when a notion of 
subjectivity, involvement of the subject, is presup¬ 
posed. Second, there is the notion of difference (or 
differance) is only thinkable if we at the same time 


presuppose a notion of similarity or identity. A 
difference between two entities can only be 
distinguished if one simultaneously has at least an 
idea of (or presupposes) their similarity. Third, 
communication can only function if we presuppose 
an element of individuality, and if we accept that 
language follows simultaneously both general 
(allgemein) and indmdual [individuell] patterns. In 
Schleiermacher’s terminology, which Frank adapts 
for his own purposes, every communicative act is 
an individuelles Allgemeines. 

Frank’s goal in What is Neostructuralism? is a 
renewal of hermeneutical theory, and more 
specifically the articulation of a hermeneutical 
theory informed by its neostructurahst critics. 
Frank shows that it is impossible to offer a 
consistent theory of language which does not 
presuppose self-reflection and indhtiduality Ex 
negatioo, by showing the impossibility of the opposite 
positions, Frank establishes a theory of hermeneu¬ 
tics informed by the arguments of its opponents. 
With that, he creates the possibility of bringing the 
discussions about the poststructuralist foundations 
of postmodern thought to a new level. 
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Nietzsche, Friedrich 

b. 15 October 1844, Rocken, Germany; 
d. 25 August 1900 Weimar, Germany 

Philosopher 

Nietzsche was the son and grandson of Lutheran 
pastors. His father died when he was four and he 
was raised by his mother and grandmother. At 
twenty, Nietzsche enrolled at the University of 
Bonn to study theology, but after only one year he 
moved to Leipzig to study philology. There, 
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Nietzsche matured so swifdy that he was appointed 
Professor of Philology at the University of Basel in 
1869 at the remarkably young age of twenty-three. 
While at Basel, his thinking deeply impressed by his 
friendship with Richard Wagner and the philoso¬ 
phy of Arthur Schopenhauer, Nietzsche published 
his first book, The Birth of Tragedy (1872). But the 
waning of these influences, the constraints of 
philological scholarship, and his worsening health, 
led Nietzsche to resign his academic post in 1879 
and pursue new avenues of thought and expres¬ 
sion. For the next decade, he led a nomadic 
existence and produced the writings that woidd 
mark him as one of the most influential western 
thinkers of the twentieth century. Between 1878 
and 1882, he published Htmum all too Human, 
Daybreak, and the first four books of The Gay Science. 

Then came the stylistic and conceptal departure 
of Nietzsche’s best known work, Thus Spake 
farathustra. Between 1885 and 1887, Nietzsche 
returned to aphoristic philosophy with Bgiond Good 
and Evil, the remarkable fifdr book of The Gay 
Science, and his most philosophically influential 
work. On the Genealogy of Morals. Finally, in 1888, in 
a furious burst of productivity that preceded his 
breakdown in January 1889, he wrote Twilight of the 
Idols, The Antichrist, The Case of Wagner, and Ecce 
Homo. Nietzsche died in 1900, having spent the last 
decade of his fife as a mental and physical invalid. 

Nietzsche’s influence on postmodernism is 
perhaps unmatched. One might argue that post¬ 
modernism as a philosophical phenomenon began 
with the publication of GiUes Deleuze’s Nietzsche and 
Philosophy in 1963, which championed Nietzsche’s 
affirmative challenge to a Hegelian articulation of 
the religious and the secular. To an extent, 
Nietzsche himself thinks within this opposition, 
but he also disrupts it. The death of God is the 
death of the Christian God, tire God of metaphy¬ 
sics or “onto-theology.” In the wake of this passing, 
however, one finds the affirmative language of 
divinity inscribed throughout the margins of 
Nietzsche’s later work in the figures of Dionysus, 
eternity and in the saturnalias of his Nietzschean 
affirmation. A similar tension is found in consider¬ 
ing Paul Ricoeur’s description of Nietzsche, with 
Marx and Freud, as a “master of suspicion.” Each 
developed complex hermeneutical strategies for 
unmasking dynamics of power and motivation, but 


where Marx and Freud sought to ground their 
unmaskings “scientifically,” in the material codes of 
society or psyche, Nietzsche’s suspicion extended to 
the ideal of enhghtenment itself: he never simply 
rejected enlightenment, but he constantly sought to 
identify and disrupt the limits of reason and 
consciousness. His thought oscillates, therefore, 
between the promise of enhghtenment and its 
impossibility, leading some to condemn his thought 
as nihilistic and others to celebrate his liberation 
from the metaphysics of conceptual, ethical, and 
religious foundationalism. 

Nietzsche’s aphoristic and stylistically plural 
writing has inspired postmodern critiques of 
dichotomies that privilege content over style, 
concept over figure, and consciousness over body. 
His genealogical method, a radical historicizing of 
concepts and values, and particularly his genealo¬ 
gies of the “win to truth,” the “ascetic ideal,” and 
western metaphysics, has raised epistemological 
and ethical questions with which we continue to 
grapple today. Indeed, without these critical 
resources neither Jacques Derrida’s deconstruc¬ 
tion nor Michel Foucault’s genealogical analyses 
of power, knowledge, and sexuality would have 
been possible. But Nietzsche’s legacy also raises 
complex questions about the nature of postmoder¬ 
nity itself, and its relation to modernity Consider 
the most famous sentence in Nietzsche’s writing: 
“God is dead.” Though for modernists and 
postmodernists alike, this pronouncement can 
point to the end of religion, it only does so if one 
remains bound by the modern distinction befiveen 
the religious and the secular. To an extent, 
Nietzsche himself thinks within this opposition, 
but he also disrupts it. The death of God is the 
death of the Christian God, the God of metaphy¬ 
sics or “onto-theology.” In the wake of this passing, 
however, one finds the affirmative language of 
divinity inscribed throughout the margins of 
Nietzsche’s later work in the figures of Dionysus, 
eternity and in the saturnalias of his Nietzschean 
affirmation. 
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nothingness 

Nothingness is a term denoting the absence of 
essence or inherent existence in things. Every world 
philosophy eventually deals with the subject of 
nothingness. It Kes at the center of the dialogue 
between western and non-western, ancient and 
contemporary, philosophical and religious thought. 
In Nagarjuna’s (2nd century Ce) interpretation of 
the Buddha’s teachings, humans are seen as naively 
attached to material wellbeing, which inevitably 
leads to suffering. Since all phenomena are empty, 
everything, including human thought, depends on 
conventions, and Nagarjuna stressed that reality 
cannot even be spoken of independent of anchors 
of convention. This also invites the contemporary 
speculations of postmodernism. 

Engaging notliingness becomes the basic human 
challenge, the philosophical voyage aU must take. 
The Buddhist “life rule” is to overcome material 
desire and crave freedom of all possessions, while in 
early Christian thought we are told that we may 
discover a light in our heart that guides us “to the 
place where he (well I knew who!) was awaiting me 
- a place where none appeared” (St John of the 
Cross, Prologue to Ascent of Alount Carmel). Nothing¬ 
ness in these two approaches is not synonymous 
with denial of life. Rather, when we question our 
existence, and no longer take the physical world 
around us for granted, we halt in our steps and 
become aware of what lies underfoot. There are 
several stages in this awareness: rational analysis, 
subjective existentialism and, finally, detachment or 
emancipation, equivalent to the nyat in the 
Japanese teachings of Buddhism, and the image- 
free godhead of Meister Eckart (1260-1328). 

In European philosophy, the cogito principle in 


Descartes’ (1596-1650) philosophy establishes hu¬ 
man control and a material reality independent of 
human thought. While Descartes’ statement begins 
with doubt, being is affirmed at its end: dubito ergo 
cogito, cogito ergo sum. This establishes humans as 
capable of appropriating nature in pursuit of utility', 
aided in this process by science and technology. 

While contemporary American culture con¬ 
tinues in this tradition of strictiy rational inquiry 
and the pursuit of utilitarianism, continental 
existentialism complicates this straightforward 
and unidirectional affirmation of human control. 
Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-80) argued that existence 
precedes essence, and that humans want to be the 
inherent cause of their own being, in other words, 
they hunger to be God. Therefore, confrontation 
with nothingness causes a threat, an existential angst. 
In Europe, this hunger has also fostered nihilism, a 
term that describes the ideological recognition of 
waste, the meaningless of life, and the lack of a true 
world underfoot the path of life. While nihilism can 
become the philosophical justification of mass 
murder and holocaust, as practiced by the Nazi 
regime, murder and chaos need not be the only 
possible outcome. Albert Camus (1913-60), again 
in concert with Buddhist thinking, devoted his 
work to finding ways to proceed beyond nihilism. 
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opacity 

The term “opacity” can refer either to reference 
and meaning or to mind. As it is used to 
characterize meaning and reference, the term 
means that the referent of a given word is 
inscrutable, and cannot be uniquely determined, 
even by ostension. This claim gives rise to the 
problem of the indeterminacy of translation, 
discussed most famously in Anglo-American ana¬ 
lytical philosophy by W.V Quine and Donald 
Davidson. Quine argued that words had meaning 
only within a complete theory of “going concerns,” 
and even ostension failed to define a term without 
such a theoretical background. Davidson argued 
that translation could only take place with 
reference to the translator’s theoretical commit¬ 
ments and beliefs, and that any translation had to 
assume that the majority of the translated beliefs 
were true. On this basis, Davidson argued against 
the claim that beliefs were relative to conceptual 
schemes, since one could not make sense of 
conceptual schemes that were completely alien to 
one’s own conceptual background. 

The understanding of the mind as opaque is a 
response to the Cartesian understanding of the 
mind as transparent to itself Aecording to the 
Cartesian understanding of mind, one could access, 
through introspection, aU the contents of con¬ 
sciousness, and those beliefs, intentions, and 
perceptions could easily be separated from each 
other and inspected. Freud’s psychoanalytic the¬ 
ories called into question this understanding of the 
mind by postulating the subconscious as a part of 
the mind that influenced beliefs and desires, yet 


remained inaccessible or (at best] partially acces¬ 
sible. 

See also: Freud, Sigmund 
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opposition 

The term “opposition” has two important techni¬ 
cal uses: strict binary opposition and multiple or 
systemic opposition. In the former case, two 
mutually exclusive but mutually defining items 
are opposed conceptually to one another and there¬ 
fore belong to one another, and cannot be opposed, 
according to conventions of sense, to any other 
item within the system (such as “good/bad,” but 
not “good/wet”). However, cultural systems tend 
to relate such binary items into characteristic sets of 
implied affinity (such as “good/bad,” “pure/ 
impure,” “rational/irrational,” and so on). 
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In the latter case, “opposition” names the 
Junctional relation between any item in a system 
and all the other items which that system 
comprises. No one item of a system can possess, 
in and of itself, a value and signification, nor can it 
even function as an item within such a system, 
except in dependence upon its relations to aU the 
other items to which it stands opposed (spatially 
and temporally). In the linguistic example, the item 
“good” stands in structural and dijferential opposition 
to other possible (written) items such as “food,” 
“hood,” “mood,” “rood,” or “wood”; and to other 
items of the system in any particular context in 
which it occurs (such as in this sentence). 
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Saussure, Ferdinand de (1978) Course in General 
Linguistics, trans. W. Baskin, London: Fontana/ 
Collins. 

KHRISTOS NIZAMIS 

original intent 

Original intent is the legal theory advocating 
recovery of the intention of the framers of the 
United States Constitution as a basis for current 
constitutional interpretation. In the mid-1980s, as 
postmodernism and poststructuralism ques¬ 
tioned the conceptual value of “originality” and 
“intentionality,” a pubhc debate resurfaced in the 
United States over the role of original meaning in 
constitutional interpretation and the place of the 
judiciary in making policy The public debate 
coincided with academic interest in the relations 
between law, literature, history, and theory, 
generating an ongoing interdisciplinary discussion 
encompassing practical and normative issues. 
Scholars divide over what kind of intention should 
count as original, over the recoverability of 
historical intentions, and over the ideological 
implications of allowing original intentions to 
govern current interpretation. 

“Originalism” takes multiple forms. Some 
conservatives, most notably Robert Bork, maintain 


that only a return to “original understanding” can 
prevent activist judges from “rewriting” the Con¬ 
stitution, while others, such as Supreme Court 
Justice Antonin Scalia, advocate “textualism,” a 
theory that ignores intention in favor of the original 
plain meaning of the text. Legal philosopher 
Ronald Dworkin has offered a liberal version of 
originalism by distinguishing different levels of 
intention. In Dworkin’s view, a moral reading of 
the Constitution discovers what the framers 
intended to say, while an immoral originalism 
reveals merely what they expected their language 
to do. 

Legal and political historians challenge some of 
originalism’s historical assumptions. Citing the 
repudiation of framer’s intent by prominent 
framers, some historians contend that originalism 
cannot be justified on its own terms, while others 
maintain that the intention of the Constitution’s 
ratifiers formed some part of the original intention. 
Jack Rakove, a historian of the constitutional era, 
argues that originalism discounts the dynamic, 
experimental quality of the Constitution in favor of 
a static text. For Rakove, the structure of the 
ratification debates (where the Constitution could 
only be adopted or rejected in its entirety) makes a 
hunt for the original meaning of individual clauses 
an imprecise exercise. 

Literary scholars’ contributions have focused on 
the problem of intention. While some critics 
advocate formalist readings, others advance inter¬ 
pretations grounded in Gadamerian hermeneu¬ 
tics or the indeterminacy of deconstruction. 
Stanley Fish’s provocative claim that “original¬ 
ism” and “interpretation” are two names for the 
same thing draws strength from Steven Knapp and 
Walter Benn Michaels, who argue that texts mean 
only what their authors intended since “meaning” 
and “intention” are identical. For Knapp and 
Michaels, the term “equal” in the equal protection 
clause of the Fourteenth Amendment (1868) means 
what its authors “intended” but not what they 
“believed.” Even if the amendment’s framers and 
ratifiers believed segregated schooling could 
achieve their intention of equal protection, current 
justices who find those intentions and beliefs at 
odds should declare segregated schoohng uncon¬ 
stitutional (as the Court did in 1954). While Knapp 
and Michaels’s description of authorial intention 
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shares Bork’s assumptions, the consequences of 
their account structurally resemble Dworkin’s 
moral reading, representing not so much a 
compromise as a separate contemporary" under¬ 
standing of original meaning. 

See also: hermeneutics 
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overdetermination 

overdetermination {surdetermination, Uberdeterminier- 
ung) is a term used first by Sigmund Freud and 
later by Louis Althusser to characterize a given 
formation’s multiple determinations. In The Inter¬ 
pretation of Dreams, Freud describes the transforma¬ 
tion of latent dream thoughts into a manifest 
content in terms of the condensation of multiple 
thoughts into one image or the displacement of one 
thought to another. The manifest content or image 
is thus “over-determined” by the multiplicity of 
elements that become meaningful in their relation. 

“Overdetermination” comes closer to its post¬ 
modern connotation when Althusser, a Marxist 
philosopher, borrows tlie term to describe the 
complex whole of a social formation as it is 
constituted by a multiplicity of determining contra¬ 
dictions. An “overdetermined” contradiction re¬ 
flects its own conditions of existence: the 
multiplicity of contradictions which comprise and 
which are comprised by the complex whole. 

For Althusser, overdetermination is a concept for 
grasping the specificity of the Marxian dialectic; it 
marks a definitive break with Hegel. Hegel’s 
dialectic implies what Althusser calls an expressive 


totality. An expressive totahty posits a fundamental 
contradiction, a single essence that expresses itself 
in each of the levels or instances of the social 
totality. In contrast to Hegel’s “closed” totality, 
Marx’s conception of society is that of a complex 
whole, an open-ended edifice. The multiple contra¬ 
dictions reflect the uneven development of the 
whole and find their given articulation in a 
dominant contradiction, what Althusser describes 
as a structure unified in dominance. 

It is the economic that determines “in the last 
instance” which is the dominant contradiction of 
the structure. But Althusser avoids the determinism 
and teleological implications of so-called vulgar 
Marxism by asserting that the “last instance” never 
comes. This is to say that the last instance is always 
overdetermined by the other instances, that it is 
never present in a pure state of determination. 

Determination of the economy in the last 
instance is stiU too deterministic and essentialist 
for the theorists of radical democracy, Ernesto 
Laclau and Chantal Moufie. Laclau and Mouffe 
argue for a conception of totality that is not 
“sutured” by any underlying principle or structure 
in dominance. Overdetermination is freed from 
any final determination, even that of a last 
instance. What is asserted is the incomplete and 
always open character of aU identity, aU practice. 
Because every identity is overdetermined, it con¬ 
tains within itself the presence of other identities 
and can never be fully fixed. The structure of 
totality is that of a discursive formation that results 
from an articulatory practice, from a practice that 
constructs “nodal points” which partially fix 
meaning but which can only be articulated in the 
open, incomplete space of the social. 

The “incomplete” space of the social is not to 
suggest a telos or a rational end called radical 
democracy. As Slavoj Zizek points out, the 
“radical” of radical democracy does not signify a 
pure state of democracy toward which we progress, 
but rather the radical impossibility that is at the 
root of democracy itself 
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pagan aesthetic 

The term “pagan aesthetic” was coined by the 
French philosopher Jean-Fran^ois Lyotard (1924— 
98) to describe the revolutionary potential of figural 
manifestations in confrontation with closed systems 
of language, literature, and discourse. In Instructions 
paiens and Rudiments paiens: Genre dissertatif (1977), 
Lyotard grounds a theory of political resistance 
within the critical capabilities of aesthetic form. 
Setting up a challenge to the closed linguistic 
formulations of Hegelian dialectics, this perspective 
calls the event-oriented focus of history making into 
question, ultimately locating critical possibility 
within the inextricable, ontological alterities of 
artistic critical/self-critical expression. Recognizing 
the contentions between Marxism, psychoanalysis, 
and different moments in Judeo-Christian exegesis, 
Lyotard’s concept de-emphasizes their paradoxical 
claims, and focuses on their collective performance 
as metanarratives of patriarchal power. Heralding 
the concomitant rise of the Western Republic with 
the modern invocation of “the pagan” as a mode of 
political dissension, Lyotard emphasizes the affec¬ 
tive, feminine character of the concept. As an 
intervention against what he calls the Eucharistic 
terrorism of sovereign narratives, resistance to 
transcendental identifications can be, and are, 
performed by the disempowered through strategies 
of mimetic parody. 

In opposition to the primordial affiliations with 
Roman pagan symbolism often witnessed within 
the official rhetorical campaigns of states, inten¬ 
tional and unintentional deployments of extra- 
linguistic expressions (such as rituals, theater. 


music, and the plastic arts) harness the everyday 
excesses of what Lyotard calls the “libidinal 
economy.” Through a process of intensification, 
figural reconfigurations turn the hallucinatory 
performances generated by official narratives into 
a dynamic, transitional, and fragmentary form of 
critical politics. Rather than focus on a concept of 
freedom which results from processes of knowledge 
acquisition, the theory attempts to demystify' the 
unifying force of language through a hberatory 
concept of unfulfiUment. In Lyotard’s terms, only 
through the chaotic doubling capabilities of the 
aesthetic form, re-presented through the imagina¬ 
tive expressions of the dispossessed, can “litde 
narratives,” destabilize institutionalized political 
forms for undetermined, pagan outcomes. 

Lyotard’s concept of the pagan aesthetic has 
interesting implications for postmodern engage¬ 
ments with discourse as a relevant site of ethical 
intervention. With form emphasized over content, 
apprehensions of the tautological nature of linguis¬ 
tic authority are left open to challenges by other 
types of critical engagement. Raising important 
issues about the mutually supportive teleologies 
underscoring aU official forms of power, Lyotard 
counters tendencies to reify identity as a vehicle of 
political efficacy. Situating difference rather than 
identification at the heart of aU political struggle, 
pagan aesthetics rail against, while they find their 
roots in, the exclusionary dehumanizations mark¬ 
ing sexual difference as the foundational nexus for 
aU dominant canons of Western thought. For 
scholars interested in forms of religious syncretism 
and New Age esotericism, this concept provides a 
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philosophical parallel to more literal forms of 
elaboration. 

Further reading 

GarroU, David (1987) Paraesthetics: Foucault, Lyotard, 
Derrida, New York: Methuen. 

Lyotard, Jean-Fran(;ois (1977a), Instructions pawns, 
Paris: Editions Galilee. 

-(1977b), Rudiments patens: genre dissertal^, Paris: 

Union generale d’editions. 

- (1993), Toward the Postmodern, ed. Robert 

Harvey and Mark S. Roberts, Adantic High¬ 
lands, NJ: Humanities Press. 

TAMARA GAMPBELL-TEGHILLO 


paradox 

A paradox is a statement that initially appears 
absurd or self-contradictory yet turns out to be 
essentially true. Stemming from the Greek pard- 
doxon, meaning contrary to expectation, paradox is 
a common poetic and literary device used to arrest 
attention by its uncommon use of common 
language. Shakespeare, Donne, and the metaphy¬ 
sical poets of the seventeenth century frequently 
employed paradox. 

Written in a manner relying more on literary 
language and less on realism, Franz Kafka’s (1883— 
1924) Parables and Paradoxes portrayed the indeter¬ 
minacy of lived reality and the religious and 
metaphysical imcertainty of the early twentieth 
century. Heinz Pohtzer reads Kafka as a creative 
visionary whose “paradoxes spell out the ambi¬ 
guities of existence, [since] his subtie plays on 
words cause them to become transparent” (quoted 
in Bloom 1987: 37). 

The New Critics, with their emphasis on close 
reading, placed particular attention on paradox 
and expanded the limits of the term, considering it 
a type of figurative language. Cleanth Brooks 
(1906-94), in his study The Well Wrought Urn, 
turned paradox into the central feature of poetry 
by stating that “the language of poetry is the 
language of paradox” (1947: 3). Brooks argued 
that poems derive their power from paradox, and 


that complex and contradictory ideas can be 
conveyed with more precision through paradoxical 
language. 

Though paradox as a literary form is relevant to 
many modern authors, in particular, Italo Galvino 
(1923—85), Milan Kundera (1929—), Jorge Luis 
Borges (1899—1986), and Gabriel Garcia Mar¬ 
quez (1928-), it has also gained increasing 
importance in postmodern literary criticism. By 
focusing on both the self-contradictory and the 
subversion of linguistic binary opposition, 
paradox has gained primary importance in de- 
construction. Jacques Derrida (1930-) relates 
that in critical reading, the provisional meanings 
ascribed to a text are disseminated into an 
indefinite range of significations that involve a type 
of paradox, the aporia, m which textual meaning 
is ultimately undecidable. 

Although paradox has increasingly become a 
focal point in postmodern discourse, its function 
has increasingly become blurred. Poststructural 
critical perspectives indicate that paradox is 
inherent to the ceaseless play of meaning in the 
function of language which frustrates simple textual 
interpretation. At the same time, paradox con¬ 
tinually gains ground not as a device but as a mode 
of writing that enables the portrayal of the 
contradictory human experience through a more 
complex and truthful expression than representa¬ 
tional realism. These functional differences reveal 
that current uses of paradox are, not surprisingly, 
paradoxical themselves. Attention to paradox in 
postmodern criticism and writing suggests that 
written language is inherently slippery, and that 
paradox remains intrinsic to the writer’s drive to 
voice contradictory truths often thought to be 
inexpressible. 

See also: aporia; de Man, Paul; deconstruction; 
poststructuralism 
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SEAN SCANLAN 

paranoia 

Paranoia is a condition of massive, anxious over¬ 
interpretation characterized by delusions of con¬ 
spiracy. The understanding of paranoia most 
prevalent in the human sciences draws from a 
body of work published in the 1950s and 1960s 
addressing its interpretive and behavioral attributes 
rather than its association with specific mental 
illnesses or psychological conditions. Paranoid 
delusion, this work holds, is a pattern of fixed 
belief which persists even though social reality 
contradicts it. Delusion is the compensatory 
response to the anxiety generated by a perception 
of an inexplicable or unacceptable change in the 
individual’s internal environment. The narrative 
structure of the delusion addresses this anxiety by 
articulating the individual within an antagonistic 
social context, a paranoid pseudo-community 
whose antagonistic attention allows the self and 
its body to be understood as an instrument of 
resistance and a site of vulnerability. Its pervasive 
antagonism, by extension, also allows the paranoid 
individual a way to position his or her self 
metaphysically within a reality shaped by cosmic 
conspiracy. Characterized by rigidity, suspicious¬ 
ness, centrality, grandiosity, projectivity hypera¬ 
cuity and intellectual ingenuity in the service of the 
internal consistency and comprehensiveness of the 
delusional structure, paranoia is widely used to 
describe intellectual or cultural formations exhibit¬ 
ing some or aU of these attributes. 

In his seminal work on the subject, Sigmrmd 
Freud (1856-1939) hypothesizes that paranoid 
delusion is part the ego’s attempt to reintegrate 
after being riven by the repression of homosexual 
libido. Through the mechanism of projection, that 
which was internally repressed returns in the 
external environment represented in the delusional 


narrative. Because Freud associates homosexuality 
with narcissism - the attraction to a similarly sexed 
person being a manifestation of the narcissistic urge 
to take one’s self as one’s love object - paranoia is 
theorized as an intellectual sublimation of the 
narcissistic libido, a way of understanding the 
world in terms of the fears and desires of the self 
For Freud this sublimation is collectively articulated 
in primal animism and in the ultimately narcissistic 
formation of the explanatory narratives of religion, 
philosophy and science (including his own theory), 
aU of which ultimately seek to understand the 
cosmos in terms of the self 

Following Freud, for Jacques Lacan (1901-79) 
human knowledge is paranoiac in its most general 
structure. In Lacan’s view, the self is split, anxiously 
trying to cope with the discrepancy between its 
fragmented experience of its own body and the 
unified image of its self it knows is externally 
apprehended. It intimates that the fluctuating, 
nebulous reality of the world and the self are 
misre cognized in the stability and fixity of the 
images with which they are known. The rigidity 
and hostility of paranoid thought is a function of its 
halting of the self’s continuous modification of its 
identificatory images of others and objects. But, of 
course, Lacan writes, this is an exaggeration rather 
than a deviation for “it is precisely that denial of 
the constant flux of our experience that charac¬ 
terizes the most general level of knowledge itself” 
(1977: 29), 

This need of stability and generality within 
knowledge itself is explicitiy linked with paranoia in 
the influential collaborative work of Gilles De- 
leuze (1925-96) and Felix Guattari (1930-92), and 
it is understood as a basis of the relation befiveen 
knowledge and power by fellow-traveller Michel 
Foucault (1926-84). For them, the project of the 
intellectual is to sap power, not by raising 
consciousness (because even critical knowledge 
operates within the matrix of power), but by 
strugghng against the forms of power which render 
him or her its instrument within the sphere of 
knowledge. This relation of thought to power 
places this tendency of French poststructuralism 
within the tradition Paul Ricoeur (1913—) calls 
“the hermeneutic of suspicion,” the incipiently 
paranoid interpretive posture which presumes that 
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tlie deep organization of culture is unintelligible to 
the knowing subject. 

For Fredric Jameson this erosion of systems of 
totalizing value is the essence of the postmodern, 
the cultural logic of late capitalism. In Jameson’s 
Althusserian analysis, cultural value-structures that 
impede the operation of the late-capitalist market¬ 
place are assimilated to the subjectively inaccessible 
logic of the commodity. The subject of the 
commodity occupies a latently paranoid subjective 
situation in that he or she knows that meaning is 
produced but cannot determine how it is produced. 
With its invocation of a unitary, pervasively 
powerful conspiracy, paranoid delusion offers a 
satisfying if misdirected way of understanding this 
situation. For Jameson, Marxism affords this kind 
of totalizing vision, but as a conceptual structure 
facilitating strategic resistance to the objectifying 
operations of power, it might better be understood 
in terms of what Thomas Pynchon calls “creative 
paranoia.” Though paranoia is a central preoccu¬ 
pation of postmodernist art, it is P^nchon’s Gravity’s 
Rainbow (1973) that is the most comprehensive 
literary representative of postmodern paranoia. 
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parergon 

In the “Analytic of the Beautiful,” a section of his 
book. Critique of Judgnent (1790) Immanuel Kant 
analyzes what is involved in making an aesthetic 
judgment. In the course of this analysis, the 
philosopher briefly remarks on the subject of the 
“parergon”: a Greek term which means, roughly, 
“incidental” or “by-work.” Parerga (the plural 
form of parergon) are elements added or attached 
to a work of art (“ergon,” in Greek). Kant’s 
examples of parerga include the frames of paint¬ 
ings, colonnades around an architectural structure, 
and sculpted drapery on statues. These elements 
are meant to delineate a work of art or to clarify 
the work’s limits against a background. In this 
sense, parerga aid in separating what is integral to 
or a part of the work from what is extraneous to or 
not a part of it. For Kant, this is important since 
aesthetic judgments are to bear only on what is 
intrinsic to a work. Beyond performing this 
separation of inside and outside, however, parerga 
themselves are not to be counted in one’s 
determination of the meaning and value of the 
work. They are to enhance the work, to help it 
stand out, but they are not, Kant insists, to intrude 
upon or take part in the work. 

In his book The Truth in Painting, published in 
English in 1987, Jacques Derrida examines 
problems in this concept. Derrida’s broad concern 
here is for the stability of the basic distinction 
between inside and outside relative to works of art. 
One must be able to decide, after all, what the 
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limits of a work are, and what is beyond those 
limits, if one is to make a judgment of the work. For 
Kant, parerga make this kind of distinction 
possible. But then, Derrida asks, to which (the 
inside or the outside, the work or the not-work) do 
parerga themselves properly belong? Kant says 
that they do not belong to the work, yet it is not 
clear that they are therefore simply extraneous to 
the work. 

What functions as parerga, Derrida explains, are 
not all the things that make up the work’s 
background or context: for example, a landscape, 
a church, a gallery or museum, a wall, other works. 
These things may be easy to discern from what we 
call the work itself. Parerga are elements which are 
more difficult to see entirely apart from the work 
because they may seem to be required for the 
work’s articulation. One senses perhaps that the 
work cannot quite do without them, or that the 
work’s definition would not be entirely clear 
without them. Thus, it is as though die work 
which requires parerga is lacking somehow. It is 
unable, by those structures or forms alone which 
are internal to it, to stand out in its background or 
context. It does not quite hold itself together as a 
complete work, then. Parerga make up for this 
lacking in the interior of the work, but still they 
remain, somehow, exterior to the work. And it is 
this somehow that Derrida finds impossible to decide 
upon. 

Thus, while parerga function to assure a work’s 
integrity for Kant, they are what begin to disrupt a 
work’s integrity for Derrida. We cannot determine 
precisely what a work is, or what to include and 
what to exclude in our judgment of a work, if we 
cannot determine exactly where the work ends and 
where parerga begin, and where parerga end and 
where extraneous background begins. This is in 
part how parergonality causes problems for a 
philosophy of aesthetics; not just for Kant, but for 
the entire history of western aesthetics generally 

These problems, moreover, apply not just to the 
subjects that aesthetics address (such as painting, 
sculpture and architecture), but indeed they apply 
to the writing of aesthetics itself. In Derrida’s 
reading, Kant’s remarks on the parergon may 
themselves serve as parerga. They are provided as 
an example in support of Kant’s analysis. As such 
supporting material, they are, like the frames of 


paintings, understood as a certain kind of addition 
to the work. They are exterior to the main body of 
the work itself, but at the same time they are 
required for the work’s clarification and comple¬ 
tion. Thus, again like the frames of paintings, 
Kant’s provision of the example of the parergon 
ends up problematizing rather than firmly estab¬ 
lishing the limits of his work. 

Derrida’s interpretation of Kant’s parergon 
informs much recent criticism that seeks to 
variously apply the concept to contemporary art. 
Writers like Charles Altieri and Jean-Claude 
Lebensztejn, for example, bring Derrida’s terms 
to bear especially on modernist notions of art’s 
purity or its autonomy (that is, its self-sufficiency). 
The problems of parergonality outlined above 
would appear to deny such ideals, since all work, 
one way or another, can be said to be supplemen¬ 
ted or supported or somehow articulated through 
something that is not quite internal to the work 
itself. No work of art can be said to be dependent 
on nothing but itself for its definition, and there¬ 
fore all works of art exhibit indeterminate limita¬ 
tions. 

See also: binary opposition; center; 
deconstruction 

Further reading 

Brunette, Peter and Wills, David (eds) (1994) 
Deconstruction and the Visual Arts; Art, Media, 
Architecture, U.S.A.; Cambridge. Contains Charles 
Altieii’s “Frank Stella and Jacques Derrida; 
Toward a Postmodern Ethics of Singularity,” 
and Jean-Claude Lebesztejn’s “Starting Out 
from the Frame (Vignettes).” 

Derrida, Jacques (1987) The Truth in Painting, trarus. 
Bennington, G. and McLeod, L, Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 

Duro, Paul (ed.) (1996) The Rhetoric of the Frame; 
Essays on the Boundaries of the Artwork, New York: 
Cambridge University Press. Contains essays by 
various authors on notions of framing. 

Kant, Immanuel (1987) Critique of Judgment, trans. 
W. S. Pluhar, Indianapolis, IN: Hackett. 

CHRISTOPHER TAYLOR 



pastiche 275 


pastiche 

Pastiche refers to the propensity of many post¬ 
modern works to imitate the style of another 
historieal period. Linda Hutcheon identifies pas¬ 
tiche and parody functioning in the postmodern 
text to both affirm and subvert the conditions of 
history; history is exposed as a contingent narra¬ 
tive, while the wiU to historicize is confirmed. 
Fredric Jameson, however, sees pastiche as devoid 
of positive content. Borrowing from Jean Bau- 
drillard’s idea of the simulacrum - the copy 
that does not have an original - Jameson sees the 
return of older cultural styles not as the return of 
history but as, at most, the return of the desire for a 
history, after history proper has been remade in the 
empty image of late capitalism. 
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Pei, I.M. 

b. 26 April 1917, Suzhou, China 
Architect 

Ieoh Ming Pei arrived in the United States as a 
student in the mid-1930s. The son of a bank 
manager from Shanghai, he initially found himself 
enrolled in the Beaux-Arts-influenced architecture 
course at the University of Pennsylvania. Disen¬ 
chanted with the prescribed emphasis on classical 
architectural examples, Pei transferred to an 
engineering course at MIT. There he met Eileen 
Lo, his wife to be, and a student in landscape 
architecture at Harvard’s Graduate School of 
Design. Subsequently, Pei himself enrolled at 
Harvard, then the hotbed of an emigre modern 
movement under such leading lights of the 
Bauhaus school in Germany as Walter Gropius 
and Marcel Breuer. 


For many of Pei’s generation at Harvard, the 
Bauhaus-style tutelage at Harvard was to be 
formative, the formal language of which they 
would perhaps not be able to transcend in their 
entire careers. Pei’s fondness for juxtaposing sohd 
prismatic shapes, the extensive use of glass and 
exposed concrete can be attributed to the founda¬ 
tional tenets of the Bauhaus curriculum. In contrast 
to the clearly visible outlines of this aesthetic debt, 
what is perhaps less apparent is Pei’s inheritance of 
the Bauhaus social program of monumentality, 
ensconced within the cultural centrism of the state. 
It is no coincidence that the building that will 
arguably remain the epitaph of Pei’s professional 
career, the “Pyramid at the Louvre” conceived 
within the purview of Francois Mitterrand’s Grand 
Projects for Paris, will also serve as a historio¬ 
graphic index of the status of culture and the state 
in the era of late capitalism. 

It is this map that nudges Pei’s otherwise 
canonical modernist aesthetic into its status as a 
postmodern document. Pei’s sensibility was largely 
trained within postwar concerns, where architec¬ 
tural ambition inevitably devolved to large-scale 
interventions, whether it be the housing develop¬ 
ment project, the cultural institution, or the office 
block. Pei’s early career, in association with the 
New York property developer William Zeckendorf, 
embraced all of these, and eventually graduated to 
his concentration on the last two. After an 
unremarkable early career, much of which he 
would like to disown, Pei’s first break came with his 
commission for the National Center for Atmo¬ 
spheric Research at Boulder, Colorado. Pei’s 
solution, using independent tower blocks inter¬ 
linked by lower rise buildings and circulation 
elements, faced with sandstone-colored concrete, 
was a response to striking singularity of the 
surrounding landscape, the sandstone mesa above 
Boulder. 

The success of this venture would garner Pei his 
next, and significantly more historically important, 
project, namely the John F. Kennedy Memorial 
Library. This was a critical project, given the 
collective grief embodied in any edifice dedicated 
to this much-loved assassinated president. 
Although the building was not finally dedicated 
until 1979, its design established key signature 
elements of Pei’s distinct language. These include 
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the use of opaque or transparent prismatic solids, a 
tautness of exterior surface that augments the sense 
of monumental solidity, and the use of 45-degree 
angles in plan that enable him to dissemble 
complexity in the arrangement of programmatic 
volumes. 

During the years in which he was working on the 
Kennedy Library, Pei also completed a number of 
other important projects; these include the New- 
house Communications Center at Syracuse Uni¬ 
versity, the Everson Museum of TVrt (Syracuse, New 
York), the TWA Terminal at JFK International 
Airport, the Wilmington Tower in Delaware, and 
the extension to the Des Moines Art Center in Iowa. 
Pei’s next significant project, for which he was 
appointed in 1966, underlines how Pei’s inclination 
towards formal monumentahty nests within certain 
social and ideological predilections. While analyzing 
the site conditions for City Hall at Dallas, another 
city grappling with the memory of Kennedy’s 
assassination, Pei was upset by the surrounding 
areas of rundown housing, and sought instead to 
align the project with the city’s business district. 
Under Pei’s patient and hallmark powers of persua¬ 
sion, city officials then bought up a much larger area 
than envisioned earlier, effectively sequestering the 
building’s surroundings purely to the one orche¬ 
strated by its architect. Instead of offering an impetus 
for urban renewal in the eroded social fabric, Pei’s 
building stands separated from these by a vast plaza, 
underneath which is hidden a massive parking 
garage, its function being largely to offset the costs of 
its upkeep. Its formal reference, instead, is as visual 
counterpoint to the city’s corporate skyscrapers, 
silhouetted across its skyline. The plaza, decorated 
with requisite pieces of sculpture and periodically 
animated events, correspondingly creates for this 
edifice the simulacra of a public. 

Based on this premise, it could be argued that 
Pei’s buildings, if not Pei himself, have become 
some of the more recognizable icons of the global 
metropolitan system; in fact, they offer singular 
examples of how tropes of recognition operate in 
the cultural system of late capitalism. Visitors to 
various transnational nodes and urban centers will 
easily recount, if shown photographs, the distinct¬ 
ness of an I.M. Pei building impressed on its skyline 
or on its cultural map. Whether it be Washington, 
DC (East Building, the National Gallery of Art), 


New York (Jacob K. Javits Convention Center and 
Four Seasons Hotel), Boston John Hancock Tower 
and the West Wing of the Museum of Fine Arts), 
Toronto (Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce), 
Dallas (Morton H. Meyerson Symphony Center), 
Houston (Texas Commerce Tower), Hong Kong 
(Bank of China), London (One Cabot Square, 
Canary Wharf), Singapore (Raffles Hotel, CoUyer 
Quay and Overseas-Chinese Banking Center), 
Beijing (Fragrant HiU Hotel), in addition to the 
IBM Building at Purchase, New York, Pei’s 
hallmark design has become a ubiquitous metro¬ 
politan presence. 

Pei’s prismatic piece <k la resistance at the Grand 
Louvre thus epitomizes the very physiognomy of 
the new role of governments, the status of culture 
when inflected from above, and corporate/ 
financial actors in the public realm. In his ironic 
standing as careful craftsman of the elements of an 
essentially hyperspatial system, Pei’s career testifies 
rather to the status of modernist sensibility within 
postmodern consciousness. Necessarily committed 
to the creation of enclaves, which can alternatively 
pose themselves as embattied arenas of culture (for 
example the vicious, even racist, opposition to the 
Louvre extension), modern design such as Pei’s 
forges important clauses in the contrat social. Today, 
Pei seems to be everywhere, or precisely those 
locations where architecture strikes ground to 
embody the global circulation of nowhere. 

Further reading 

Reed, Aileen (1995) I.M. Pd, New York: Crescent 
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Wiseman, Carter (1990) I.M. Pei; A Profile in 
American Architecture, New York: H.N. Abrams. 

ARINDAM DUTTA 

Peirce, Charles Sanders 

b. 10 September 1839, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, USA; d. 19 April 1914, 
Milford, Pennsylvania, USA 

Philosopher, logician, and semiotician 

Charles Sanders Peirce stands at the head of the 
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pragmatist tradition in philosophy. In Peirce’s 
hands, pragmatism - which he later renamed 
“pragmaticism,” to distinguish his from other 
versions - aims to correct a battery of presupposi¬ 
tions and tendencies characteristic of mainstream 
philosophy in the modern era. Prominent among 
his targets are epistemic dogmatism, the Cartesian 
assumption that perfect certainty is a viable 
intellectual ideal; and nominalism, the view that 
only concrete, spatio-temporaUy fixed individuals 
are real, and that generahty always indicates an 
artificial and ultimately arbitrary imposition of the 
human mind. 

Against dogmatism, Peirce espouses a “contrite 
faUibilism,” according to which human inquirers 
can never be absolutely sure of anything. Against 
nominalism, he proposes a “scholastic realism of an 
extreme stripe,” according to which kinds of thing 
- for example, horse, gold, or molecule - can be as real 
as particular instances of the kind - for example, 
individual horses, ingots or water molecules. Peirce 
comprehends the task of inquiry to discover how 
the world is organized and which kinds of thing are 
real and which are artificial. 

Aiming to help philosophy become a respectable 
branch of scientific inquiry, in 1878, Peirce 
proposed a principle for the clarification of ideas 
that became known as the “pragmatic maxim.” 
This principle holds that “a conception, that is the 
rational purport of a word or other expression, lies 
exclusively in its conceivable bearing upon the 
conduct of life.” Putting conceptions to the test of 
the pragmatic maxim would, Peirce thought, 
eliminate fruidess controversy couched in terms 
lacking pragmatic meaning. But unlike more 
restrictive positivisms of a Comtean-sociological 
or Viennese-logical bent, Peircean pragmatism was 
meant to reform metaphysics, not abolish it. 

Peirce conceived his pragmat(ic)ism as deriving 
from and contributing to the field of logic, a 
discipline that he took to encompass much more 
than the domain studied in the present day by 
advanced formal means. By the close of the last 
century, he had come to view logic as a branch of a 
vaster science of signs in general. Following John 
Locke, he named this latter study “semeiotic.” 
Peirce ranks, with the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de 
Saussure, as a founding father of what has 
become a burgeoning area of inquiry, of special 


interest to such leading postmodernist figures as 
Julia Kristeva, Jacques Derrida, and Umberto 
Eco. 

Further reading 
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MARK MIGOTTI 

peregrination 

The philosopher’s itinerant movement in the world 
of ideas is known as peregrination. The term was 
used by Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1924—1998) in 
Peregrinations: Law, Form, Event (1988) to describe the 
process of thinking that is specific to philosophy. 
The term derives from the latin word peregrinus, 
whose English meaning and derivative is “pil¬ 
grim.” Peregrination suggests both an itinerant 
movement and the asceticism and rigor of a 
monastic order. According to Lyotard, ideas are 
like clouds, both light and indefinable in form; the 
moment one thinks one has began to grasp them, 
one finds that they have changed. Hence, a 
peregrination is a wandering among the clouds of 
ideas and a commitment to respect the ways in 
which they are constantly eluding our complete 
understanding. 

Peregrinations: Law, Form, Event is the transcript of 
the WeUek Library Lectures that Jean-Frangois 
Lyotard delived at the University of Irvine in May 
1986. Frank Lentrichia, who issued the invitation 
to Lyotard, asked him to define his philosophical 
position and to describe the path he followed to 
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arrive there. Lyotard’s choice of the term “pere¬ 
grination” is in response to the regidity implied by 
the word “position.” Equally, peregrination is 
meant to be juxtaposed to the classic form of 
narrative (beginning, middle and end) that the 
word “path” implies. A peregrination has no 
definite start or end, it begins in the middle of 
things suggesting various links with the past and the 
future, it is in other words a type of phrasing. 
Lyotard attaches tremendous importance to phras¬ 
ing, a notion that he develops in one of his most 
significant works The Dijferend: Phrases in Dispute 
(1988). For Lyotard, both thought and action are 
types of phrasing, they demonstrate a kind of 
syntax since they unfold in time. As a type of 
phrasing, peregrination puts the philosopher in the 
stream of time, in the middle of things, not in the 
definite time of a narrative. 

According to Lyotard, his early ambitions in life 
lay in becoming a monk, a painter, or a historian; 
his various ineptitudes that ill-fitted him for each 
career led to his becoming a philosopher. Each of 
these vocations is linked with a concept which 
determines the ways a philosopher engages with 
the clouds of ideas: the monk with the law, the 
painter with form, and the historian with the event. 
Hence, a peregrination entails a diffuse attention 
on the part of the philosopher that allows him/her 
to become sensitive to the quality of occurrences as 
actual events. This diffuse attention allows the 
philosopher to discern a form in the stream of 
events; his/her task then becomes to phrase this 
form in relation to the law (generality). 

Peregrinations presents Lyotard’s redefinition of 
the work of philosophy in the context of post¬ 
modernism. Traditionally philosophers produced 
systems of thought that organized and accounted 
for the various aspects of human experience. 
Postmodernism ruptured the confidence in such 
philosophical systems, or grand narratives (see 
grand narrative). Lyotard phrases his redefini¬ 
tion of the work of philosophy in the context of 
Kant’s Critique of Judgement (also known as the Third 
Critique), and more specifically in relation to the 
Kantian “categorical imperative” (an empty in¬ 
junction to act that arises from the encounter with 
the sublime, an aesthetic judgment). Peregrina¬ 
tions are then the philosopher’s attempts to come 
to terms with events in a world of postmodern little 


narratives in the absence of a central principle or 
system of thought and with only his/her sensitivity 
to form as a guide. 

Further reading 

Lyotard, Jean-Fran^ois (1988) The Dijferend: Phrases 
in Dispute, trans. Georges Van Den Abbeele, 
Minneapolis, MN; University of Minnesota 
Press. 
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BEATRICE SKORDILI 

phallocentrism 

The term “phallocentrism” was first used by 
Ernest Jones (1879—1958) against Freud’s theory 
of feminine sexuality, during the important debate 
held between the English and the Viennese schools 
of psychoanalysis from 1924 to 1935. The term is 
re appropriated in the 1970s to criticize any 
discourse which is felt as being centered only on 
men’s queries and imaginary. 

The term is a criticism of Freud’s theory of 
libidinal development where he states, although 
with many doubts, that only the male organ plays a 
part. His 1924 article (“The Dissolution of the 
Oedipus Complex”) demonstrates that girls also go 
through a “phallic phase” and a castration 
complex where the clitoris plays a role similar to 
that of the penis for the boy. This phase also ends in 
the girl when she sees the other’s sex. The effect, 
however, is faster for her than for the boy: while he 
admits only hesitantly to the absence of a penis in 
girls, “she sees the penis, she knows that she does 
not have it and she wants it.” This “penis envy” 
leads her to adopt a reproachful attitude towards 
her mother, whom she holds responsible for her 
lack and to unconsciously desire a child from her 
father, a symbolic ersatz for the penis. In the 1924— 
35 debate, women analysts (Karen Homey, 
Melanie Klein, Helen Deutsch, and others) and 
Jones contested Freud’s theory of femininity as 
excessively phaUocentric. Women’s libido is speci¬ 
fic, quasi-essential, they said, because girls possess 
an archaic knowledge of the interiority of their 
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sexual organs which leaves an indelible trace in 
their unconscious. 

The Freud-Jones debate was revisited in the 
1960s in France around J. Ghasseguet-Smirgel’s 
Sexualite feminine (1964) and Lacan’s rereading of 
Freud in Ecrits (1966). Their important although 
stiU controversial contribution aims at separating 
conceptually the phallus and the penian organ: the 
phallus is a penis only in so far as it is a 
representative of cultural values and societal ideals; 
penis envy is that of an idealized penis and a 
necessity for some women to maintain the phallic 
prestige of their “fallen” fathers; the phallus plays 
the part of the inaccessible term needed to salvage 
their desire. 

In the midst of the 1970s women’s movement, 
Juliet Mitchell with Psychoanalysis and Feminism 
(1974), Luce Irigaray with This Sex Which is not 
One (1977), in particular, place the Freud-Jones 
debate in the political and in the linguistic arenas. 
French philosophers and psychoanalysts (Derrida, 
Cixous, Kristeva, and others) used the term 
“phaUocentrism” in the broader meaning of 
practices which place the phallus as controlling 
signifier in the “always-gendered” language and 
metaphysics of Western thought (Derrida coins the 
term “phaUogocentrism” to articulate it to the 
question of discourse). Language itself becomes 
the site of resistance where phaUocentric laws of 
“male Reason” and grammar can be subverted. 
The works of ecriture feminine by French writers and 
theoreticians from both sides of the Adantic aim at 
founding a non-phaUic logic where a quasi innate 
femininity rooted in an embodied imagination can 
express itself in a new language. 

See also: difference; jouissance; logocentrism; 
speculum 
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ANNE-MARIE PICARD 


pharmakon 

A pharmakon, in the Greek language, is a drug, 
either healing or harmful: a medicine; a poison; an 
enchanted potion, hence a charm or spell; and also 
a dye or paint. The term pharmakon, as Jacques 
Derrida deploys it in a deconstructive analysis, 
derives in the first instance from Plato’s dialogue 
Phaedrus, although Derrida follows up an array of 
further connections and contexts in which the term 
and its variants occm in other Platonic dialogues. 
Derrida finds the term pharmakon of interest 
precisely because of its ambivalence: the fact that 
its signification and its value can shift and change 
according to context and textual motivation; and 
because, in Phaedrus, this ambivalent pharmakon is 
used as a device to define and evaluate the 
technology of writing. 

Derrida’s essay “Plato’s Pharmacy,” in Dissemi¬ 
nation (London, 1981), is an extended intervention 
seeking to unravel a prime classical example of 
what Derrida claimed to be the hierarchical 
valuation of speech over writing (phonocentrism) 
in Western culture; a valuation which he takes to be 
symptomatic of a Western metaphysics of 
presence in general. That is, speech is held to 
contain and present its meaning immediately, 
purely, and essentially. Speech is “alive,” as the 
character of Socrates in Phaedrus puts it: the hving 
inscription of the logos in the soul. Writing, on the 
other hand, is “dead” and disembodied: the mere 
graphic record and remnant of speech, unable to 
engage in dialogue, to respond to questions, and no 
longer located within the soul. 

Derrida seeks to map out and disclose how what 
seems to be one “word” or “concept,” the 
pharmakon, by a powerful and yet discreet economy 
of dissemination, imphcates the entire repertoire 
of Western philosophy’s concepts, questions, and 
problems; and thereby also the defining features of 
Western culture in general. 

The undecidabihty of the value of the pharmakon 
- whether it is good/evil, genuine/spurious, life/ 
death, serious/playfiil, etc. - is an effect of the 
difficulty, if not the impossibihty, of pinning down 
its essence: that is, its truth. One minor but 
significant historical symptom of this difficulty has 
been the problem of translating the term into other 
languages. As Derrida points out, however, this 
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dfficijlty is already a difEculty in the translation of 
Greek to Greek in Plato first of aU: that is, in 
translating a non-philosophical term into a philo¬ 
sophical one. 

The dialogue Phaedrus is a teaching on the 
difference between “true, living speech” and “false, 
dead writing,” among other things: the difference 
between the speech of those who know and speak 
the truth, and those who do not know but merely 
write speeches that are simulacra of true speech, 
such as sophists, orators, politicians, and lawyers. 
This difference is founded upon the difference, on 
the one hand, between dialectics and philosophy, 
and, on the other, mere rhetorical craft: the former 
has the essence of truth and knowledge as its goal, 
the latter has merely the appearance of truth, that 
is, mere probabilities, and persuasion as its goal. 
Thus the distinction between philosophy and non¬ 
philosophy is entangled with the question of the 
nature and value of writing and of written 
discourse. 

Writing is exphcidy equated in Phaedrus with the 
pharmakon, and it is the undecidabdity of the value 
of writing that is in question. In Plato’s pseudo- 
Egyptian myth, the god Theuth, the inventor of 
writing, presents his brainchild to the god Thamus 
for judgment. Theuth calls his invention a 
pharmakon of memory, but Thamus criticizes it as 
a pharmakon of forgetfulness. This is the first explicit 
attempt of the text to pass judgment, and so to 
control and restrain, the ambivalence of writing as 
pharmakon. From this preliminary condemnation in 
“mythic” form, the discourse moves on to a 
condemnation in “philosophical” form, in which 
dialectic is set down as the natural opposite of 
rhetoric, and writing is situated as no more than an 
external supplement to internal memory and 
knowledge. 

Not only does the pharmakon oscillate between 
positive and negative values, it also broaches and 
breaches the boundary that the discourse attempts 
to delineate between the “inside” of philosophy 
and the “outside” of non-philosophy. The pharma¬ 
kon, purportedly as a “metaphor,” is assimilated 
and translated into the language of philosophy in 
order to make a philosophical point about the 
nature and value of writing in relation to 
philosophical practice. Yet it necessarily brings 
with it aU of its ambiguous and rich connections to 


the “other” fields of human activity with which it is 
implicated (e.g., medicine, art. magic, myth, 
religion): and in doing so, it unravels and frays 
the attempt to define the internal rational purity of 
philosophy and of philosophical method and truth. 

The “metaphor” of the pharmakon is used by 
Plato to display that whatever is undecidable is 
irrational and does not belong to philosophy; but 
the dangerous irony of his strategy is that it relies 
precisely on the attempt to utilize that uncertain, 
unstable pharmakon to establish a certain and stable 
philosophical distinction. This distinction is not a 
minor one, given that it is, in essence, a crucial act 
of self-definition: the pharmakon is to mark the 
difference between true philosophy and its 
“Other.” 

The superficial irony of the situation is that 
Phaedrus is itself a written text, albeit a philosophical 
one; but it provides its own manifest proviso in 
defence of philosophical writing. Writing is an “aU- 
beautiful amusement,” but not to be taken too 
seriously. It is justified if it assists the philosopher to 
teach and to lead others to the truth, but it must 
openly be discredited by the writing philosopher as, 
in itself, of htde worth. This would have been a 
reasonable excuse for the Phaedrus as a written 
philosophical text; but Derrida identifies a peculiar 
twist in the logic of its discourse. First, there is by 
no means any clear separation, in the arguments 
constituting the discourse, between an essential 
rational content and a non-essential rhetorical 
form. Socrates’s arguments comprise a weave of 
tropes, metaphors, analogies, and even invented 
myths; and this would have been the case even if 
Socrates had happened to be an analytic philoso¬ 
pher utilizing the myth of a logical notation that is 
capable of translating ordinary language argu¬ 
ments into a “pure” logical form. 

Second, when at the end of the day the 
character of Socrates gets to the essence of the 
matter and draws the final “philosophical” distinc¬ 
tion between the philosopher and the non¬ 
philosopher, and thereby puts “writing” (the 
pharmakon) in its place in relation to “speech,” it 
is precisely the metaphor of writing to which Plato 
has recourse. True speech is the living and 
breathing logos of one who knows: it is truth writing 
itself in the soul of the speaker as rational thought 
{logos) that can be expressed as speech {logos). 
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whether it assumes the forms of myth, metaphor, or 
dialectic (if such a distinction were even possible). 
Furthermore, the true philosopher teaches the 
learner by means of an inner writing of true words 
and speeches in the soul of the learner. This 
pedagogical procedure is also described in terms of 
a sowing of seed in suitable soil that wiU, in turn, 
yield new seed to be planted in yet other souls, and 
so on in an eternal and immortal process. 

Just when writing has been exteriorized, deva¬ 
lued, and restrained in the name of dialectical 
philosophy, it returns as the fundamental metaphor 
characterizing the very source, essence, and secret 
of philosophical truth. Although this second writing 
is entirely an interiorized and immaterial one (it has 
no graphic marks, no dye nor ink, no papyrus), the 
very fact that Plato can find no other analogy, no 
other rhetorical device of logical equivalence, with 
which to speak/write the truth of philosophy, 
immediately jeopardizes the boundary between 
the interior and exterior of philosophy. The 
pharmakon, as remedy/poison, has certainly done 
its work well: for inner writing has been set up as 
the opposite of outer writing, and speech has 
become their go-between; and if writing is the 
pharmakon, then outer writing as the maleficent 
pharmakon finds itself opposed to inner writing as 
the beneficent pharmakon. It would appear that 
Derrida concludes that the pharmakon has thereby 
got the better of Plato; but one may stiU wonder 
whether, perhaps, Plato may have got the better of 
Derrida. 
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KHRISTOS NIZAMIS 

phenomenology 

Phenomenology is a philosophical method, given 
definitive form by Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), 


based on the reduction of the physical world to its 
manifestations in and for consciousness, in the 
hope of arriving at a purely “scientific” or 
“presuppositionless” philosophy. To accomplish 
this, one must suspend all judgment concerning a 
supposed objective world and focus stricdy on the 
phenomena (mental presentations) by which we 
come to know a world. Husserl calls this the 
“eidetic” reduction, for it reduces the world to its 
“ideas.” This reduction coincides with the dis¬ 
covery that all consciousness is “intentional,” that 
is, always tending or “stretching” toward objects 
given in the world. The other, more common 
meaning of “intention” also comes into play, for 
the subject not only stretches toward tlie object but 
predetermines its mode of appearing by intending 
to view it in a certain way. Thus the sensation of a 
cool breeze that accompanies my viewing of a 
certain boat is already present potentially in my 
mind, and is later actualized in my experience of 
viewing that boat. The eidetic reduction, however, 
is only a first step. The phenomenologist must 
make a further, “transcendental,” reduction to the 
pure or unmediated ego. This transcendental ego is 
the preconscious grounding of the conscious, 
“worldly” subject, and determines the intentional 
presentation of the world. 

The transcendental ego theory is a necessary 
consequence of Husserl’s quest for a “presupposi¬ 
tionless” philosophy. He questions, in the Paris 
Lectures (1964), the usefulness of the world as “the 
truly ultimate basis for judgement,” and suggests 
that its existence may presuppose “a prior ground 
of being” (1964: 47). This “prior ground of being” 
can only be understood as a sort of “governing” or 
determining preconsciousness; perhaps even a 
“source.” Unlike Sartre who, in The Transcendence 
of the Ego (1960) asserted that “nothing but 
consciousness can be the source of consciousness” 
(Sartre 1960: 52), Husserl espied consciousness’s 
source in an articulating pre-cognitive “intelli¬ 
gence,” if you wiU, based on his view that “I and 
my life remain — in my sense of reality — untouched 
by whichever way we decide the issue of whether 
the world is or is not” (Husserl 1964: 50). At first 
glance this may seem a lapse into solipsism, but 
Husserl nevertheless develops, in his Cartesian 
Meditations (1960), an elegant theory of the other 
based on his notion of a “transcendental ‘We.’” 
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This We “is a subjectivity for this world and also 
for the world of men, which is the form in which it 
has made itself Objectively actual” (Husserl 1960: 
section 49). The transcendental We is a unifying 
source that reduces the objective world to a sort of 
collective subjectivity. Husserl describes this uni¬ 
fication in the Meditations when he speaks of a 
“harmony of the monads” upon which the 
“constitution of the world” depends (Husserl 
1960: 49). Transcendental intersubjectivity is 
reached when we account for the other not as 
other, but as a similar fragment of a world¬ 
consciousness shut off from our particular self by 
material barriers. 

Husserl’s theory of the transcendental ego has 
nonetheless found more opponents than suppor¬ 
ters, especially in postmodern thought, where the 
subject is usually described as somehow “dis¬ 
placed” or bereft of its essentially constituting 
power. The supreme constitutive importance given 
to the subject by Husserl is the antithesis of the 
notion of “responsibility for the other” expressed 
by Emmanuel Levinas. In his particular reading 
of Husserl’s notion of intentionality and the 
transcendental ego, Levinas uncovers a supposedly 
imperialistic stance of the subject vis a vis the other. 
He writes, in “Etliics as First Philosophy” (1989) 
that “knowledge is a re-presentation, a return to 
presence, and nothing may remain other to it.” He 
is describing intentional knowledge, which reduces 
even the other to an intended object of knowledge 
(1989: 77). 

Levinas’s reading of Husserl supposes that the 
intending ego’s campaign for knowledge is some¬ 
how threatening to others already established in 
the world, and is in a sense a “usurpation” (1989: 
82). This viewpoint has led to the waning of 
phenomenology’s importance in postmodern dis¬ 
course. Paul Ricoeur’s analysis of the “I am,” then, 
takes as its starting point not Husserhan phenom¬ 
enology but its reorientation by way of Being 
carried out by Martin Heidegger. If the thinking 
subject presupposes Being, it is only because the “I 
think” has forgotten its ground in, and identicahty 
with. Being. When the subject posits itself as that 
which constitutes the world, it positions itself 
outside the world as observer. What is forgotten is 
that the “I” is already posited in the very act of 
questioning that first brings the subject to this re¬ 


presenting stance in the face of the world. In The 
Conflict of Interpretations (1974) Ricoeur stresses the 
distinction between the subject as “I” and as 
“substratum,” and states that the historical trans¬ 
formation of the world into a “view” is responsible 
for the notion of the subjeet as “center” or 
constituting agent (228). Taking Heidegger’s con¬ 
cept of Dasein as a starting-point, Ricoeur 
develops a “hermeneutics of the T am’” (1974: 
223) which seeks an interpretation of the subject 
based on its status as the questioner of Being and 
the being in question. This is at once a move 
beyond Husserlian phenomenology and an attempt 
to purge that discipline of its own historical 
presuppositions. 

See also: hermeneutics; Merleau-Ponty, Maurice 

References 

Husserl, Edmund (1960) Cartesian Meditations, trans. 
D. Cairns, The Hague: M. Nijhoff. 

- (1964) Paris Lectures, trans. P. Koestenbaum, 

The Hague: M. Nijhofr; repr. in R. Solomon 
(1972) Phenomenology and Existentialism, New York: 
Harper & Row. 

Levinas, Emmanuel (1989) “Ethics as First Philo¬ 
sophy,” in S. Hand (ed.). The Levinas Reader, 
London: Blackwell. 

Ricoeur, Paul (1974) The Conflict of Interpretations, ed. 
D. Ihde, Evanston, IL: Northwestern University 
Press. 

Sartre, Jean-Paul (1960) The Transcendence of the Ego, 
trans. F. Williams and R. Kirkpatrick, New York: 
HiU and Wang. 

EDWARD MOORE 

philosophy 

The issue of transcendence 

The sense and question of transcendence cannot be 
assigned primarily to the discipline either of 
religion or of philosophy. They have come to 
modern Western culture in lineages of rituals, 
myths, beliefs, and thought, aU of which address 
direcdy or indirecdy some kind of presence that 
abides in the midst of (and transcends) change. 
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suffering, death, and a sense of possible overriding 
meaninglessness for human life. The primary 
carriers of the sense of transcendence in the West 
are the Hebraic and Greek lineages and their 
fusions in Judaism and Christianity. This sense of 
transcendence is figured by images of God, human 
nature, or divinely disclosed tribal and cultural 
knowledge. In most cases, such images bring with 
them either an explicit or an incipient image of 
universality. There is probably no aspect of 
Western sensibility more infused with emotion 
and feeling than that of abiding transcendence. 

To the extent that postmodern culture jeopar¬ 
dizes this sense, it challenges an affective and 
reflective core with which the mainstream of our 
traditions identify themselves. But postmodern 
sensibihty also arises from within these traditions. 
Its reeognized initiators, such as Friedrich 
Nietzsche (1844-1900), Martin Heidegger 
(1889-1976), Jacques Derrida (1930-), and Mi¬ 
chel Foucault (1926-84), are highly disciplined 
historians of Western thought and practice, and 
much of their constructive thought arises in their 
encounters with mainstream texts. Postmodern 
philosophy has its origins in marginalized or 
hidden aspects of our traditions, in counter-move¬ 
ments to the mainstream that are nonetheless 
within the dominant aspects of culture, counter¬ 
movements which have been suppressed or over¬ 
looked or denied in the ways by which they have 
been carried. Nietzsche’s descriptions of the 
functions and continuation of revenge and resent¬ 
ment in the formation of the value of “good,” for 
example, or Heidegger’s aeeount of the question of 
being in Western metaphysics, make claims about 
aspects of traditional knowledge and thought that 
mainstream thought and evaluation have subju¬ 
gated. The subjugated elements help conversely to 
define the very processes by which the subjugation 
takes place, processes that hide and preserve both 
what is subjugated and the fact that subjugation is 
taking place. These traditionally forgotten or 
refused elements also provide prominent dyna¬ 
mism and force for Nietzsche’s and Heidegger’s 
thought. This kind of connection with margin- 
ahzed aspects of our tradition, as well as attune- 
ment to marginalization as such, characterize 
postmodern philosophy; 


Denied components within the tradition and 
their explicit disclosure provide the movement, 
aporia, and largely silent sources which give 
postmodern philosophy its inception and impetus. 
Postmodern awareness was born in the lineages 
that oppose it and from which it departs. “The 
sense of transcendence” in the mainstream of 
Western culture composes a confederation of 
feelings and thoughts that is the site of power for 
its most striking and active resistance, and 
postmodern philosophy has a significant measure 
of its inception in the forces that the affections and 
reflections of this sense have subjugated, denied, 
feared, or attempted to exclude. Originary force is 
also found in the radical transformations of the 
sense of transcendence that have slowly developed 
in Western thought during the last two centuries. A 
thorough account of this formation requires careful 
consideration of many different philosophers and 
connections among them. Only more recent work, 
however, can be considered for this entry. 

Time and transcendence 

Questions regarding the space, time, and accessi- 
bihty of abiding reality (or an abiding reality) that 
gives extraordinary purpose and meaning to 
human life have animated mainstream Western 
thought. How does the crossing over from mortal 
life to life that is not mortally limited happen? 
Where does it happen? To whom has it happened 
and does it happen? A frequent and forceful belief 
in our fine ages is that when there is a crossing over 
of immortal reality to human experience, time as 
people usually know it is altered or suspended. 
Mortal time finds its limit in such a transcending 
event. Often a different way of living is made 
possible, one that allows people to live according to 
truths that are not originated solely within the 
confines of relative and deadly events, one that 
finds its basis in reality that transcends the 
experience of those who receive it, celebrate it, 
and think and act in its regard. Mortal temporality 
is broken in its aU encompassing pretensions, and 
something outside of human time asserts authority 
for human conduct. This authority often takes the 
form of universahty. It is frequently figured as 
something worshipful, and in many instances it 
promises a stability for thought and behavior that is 
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free of doubt and error. The Pythagoreans, for 
example, expected highly disciplined, rigorous 
practices of memory; something like a discipline 
of meditation and prayer to enable a person’s soul 
to achieve deathless purity with deathless divinity. 
Traditionally powerful aspects of Plato’s thought 
proposed the possibihty of organizations of thought 
and conduct whose movements originated in 
connection with eternal reality. And many inheri¬ 
tors of the Kantian tradition, including some in 
classical phenomenology, expect the life of trans¬ 
cendental subjectivity to be made unavoidable, 
with the conclusion that a primordial order of 
knowledge and experienee opens to or reflects 
divine life; if one’s approach is pure enough and 
sufficiently rigorous. 

While the sites of divine epiphany are broadly 
and sometimes violendy contested, the Western 
sense of transcendence is nonetheless defined by 
convictions concerning transcendent presence that 
suspends the complete authority of mortal time for 
human life. This composes a significant locale of 
contestation for postmodern thinkers who find 
important processes of deconstructing those con¬ 
ations and their attendant ideas with the purpose 
of finding in them their own questionableness and 
opposition. Heidegger, for example, found that by 
destructuring complex and conglomerate ideas of 
presence and presentation that had molded his 
tradition of thought, he could show that the mortal 
temporality of events of transcendence compose an 
unresolved obsession in that tradition. His studies 
of most of the canonized figures in Western 
philosophy repeatedly point out that conceptions 
of being, far from resolved by the idea of timeless 
presence, manifest the questionableness of being’s 
occurrence; and tiiat questionableness showed an 
incipient sense of mortal temporality at the heart of 
Western figurations of timeless, immortal transcen¬ 
dent occurrence. Nietzsche before him, in a way of 
thought that is far more explicit than Heidegger’s 
in its orientation around power and values 
(valences, forms of power), had taken apart 
traditional feeling, knowledge, and evaluations that 
proposed contact with immortal, universal reality. 
He broke them apart into their strands of interest 
in domination, adventure, and transformation for 
its own sake and showed them to be all too human 
expressions of both fearful anxiety before an 


indifferent force of life and desire for continuing 
vitality. Both Nietzsche and Heidegger found 
patterns of suppression of an almost overwhelming 
recognition in Western culture of life and being as 
carriers of their own extinction. Life and being 
happen in question by virtue of their own mortality, 
and this mortahty is eloquendy if in a repressed 
and subdued manner, articulated in figurations of 
immortal transcendence. As these figurations are 
broken down into their component, affective and 
reflective parts - as they are destructured - they 
become sites that disclose what they are designed to 
hide. And what they hide is constituent in their 
formation. 

Heidegger and Nietzsche, and many others, 
found that the sense of transcendenee that 
motivated major aspects of Western culture had 
as its definitive element, not disclosure of reality 
outside of mortal time, but disclosure of mortal 
time as definitive of the circumscription of 
transcendence. For Heidegger, this disclosure finds 
being always in the immanence of its loss. For 
Nietzsche, it finds a birth of affections and ideas 
that are free of an interest in deathless reality. 
While the range, originality and subtlety of both 
thinkers is obscured by such a summary statement, 
it nonetheless allows us to note that postmodern 
thought usually expresses a temporalization of the 
possibility for a sense of transcendence and a 
mortalization of whatever is found disclosed in its 
operation. 

By viewing this way of thinking in terms of the 
sense of transcendence, we can see that the term 
“postmodern” can be misleading. The transforma¬ 
tions of postmodern thinking are not those 
primarily of an era called “modern.” They are 
transformations of a sensibility and way of thinking 
that have constructed a definitive measure of 
Western culture, and the transformations that 
postmodern thought composes are those that are 
called for by dynamic elements that have been 
suppressed and carried within a long stretch of 
Western culture. They are transformations that 
solicit feelings and ideas that compose Western 
religious expression as well as theological and 
philosophical reflection. Within this way of think¬ 
ing, the dominant Western senses of transcendent 
presence are transformed, and that transformation 
forms an incipience for reflective, affective, and 
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institutional ways of life that do not reinscribe a 
sense of deathless, universal presence or the 
conceptions and practices to which this sense gives 
rise. 

Styles of thought 

In the constructive dimensions of postmodern 
thought, more emphasis is placed on the perfor¬ 
mative aspect of conceptualization in comparison 
to the objective truths found in its claims. Historical 
accuracy and phenomenological description have 
considerable importance for most postmodern 
philosophers, and postmodern works are GUed 
with careful and demanding accounts of theoretical 
texts and institutional documents. Leading post¬ 
modern thinkers are notable for their knowledge of 
languages and the historical and linguistic require¬ 
ments that they place on their students, as well as 
for their emphasis on the importance of the history 
of philosophy for contemporary thought. Accom¬ 
panying this emphasis on the requirements of 
disciplined scholarship, however, is the conviction 
that origination takes place in the ways thinking 
happens rather more than in the results that a 
person can report or establish. The question is not 
whether accurate reporting and responsible meth¬ 
odology are important. The question is one of what 
thinking (and reading and writing) do that is 
distinct to reportorial, argumentative or “empiri¬ 
cal” intellection. The “how” of mentation is as 
important as what one states, and this conviction 
about the “how” carries with it an emphasis on the 
performative work of thought and hence a singular 
emphasis on styles of thought. 

Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) and Heidegger 
observed that the appearing of things - phenomena 
- occurs as a process of disclosure, and that how 
they happen, their occurrences, composes their 
events. This widely celebrated priority that they 
gave to the “how” over the “what” carries with it 
the prioritization of disclosure for an account of 
truth: truth occurs as disclosure. The word 
“accuracy” can be reserved for correctness, for a 
correspondence between a claim and the claim’s 
object. In a disclosure, however, a thing occurs as 
self-showing. Husserl and Heidegger have different 
accounts of self-showing, and for our interests 
Heidegger’s accoxmt is most relevant in which he 


describes disclosive events as prior to all enactment 
of subjectivity and constitutes a departure not only 
from Husserl but from the larger Kantian tradition 
that gave subjectivity priority for aU appearances. 

The field of disclosure is not composed of an a 
priori structure of subjectivity. It is rather sui generic 
and not reducible or explicable by any specific 
grounding. He calls this region early in his work 
“Dasein” and later, “lighting event,” “disclosive- 
ness,” or simply, “event” (Ereignis is also translated 
as event of appropriation; appropriation is taken in its 
sense of giving time, place, and space for some¬ 
thing). Truth, then, does not happen as the 
objectivity of an object or as the subjectivity of 
knower. It takes place as coming to fight, as dis¬ 
closure. One of Heidegger’s significant contribu¬ 
tions to twentieth century thought is found in his 
descriptions of the occurrence of disclosure, and his 
importance for postmodern thought can be 
measured in part by its emphasis on the perfor¬ 
mance of language and thought in their descrip¬ 
tions, on their how as they impart more than what 
can be said. 

In this context, postmodern thought and 
language take on an explicitly artistic aspect in 
which a person allows “something” to come out 
that cannot be resolved into a group of declarative 
sentences or into an object of intellectual grasp. As 
Derrida puts it, the occurrence of “differance” - a 
differing-deferring occurrence in writing - can 
neither be said nor re-presented. Its occurrence is 
excessive to any subjective or objective action. 
“Disaster” for Maurice Blanchot (1907-) is 
equally ungraspable, as is the “other” for Emma¬ 
nuel Levinas (1906-95). And whereas traditional 
mystical mentation can lead to pure vision and the 
thing-in-itself remains an ungraspable posit for 
Kant, for these and other postmodern thinkers, 
there is nothing to see (with or without purity) and 
nothing to posit. “Something” only writeable for 
Derrida and Blanchot and only encounterable 
outside of “experience” for Levinas. Now no verbs 
will do: not “happens” or even “shows itsefi.” We 
are brought before a limit of expression and 
experience that so obliterates language and ex¬ 
pression that we are left without conclusive 
language. What remains is merely the possibility 
of speaking and writing again. The art of the style 
in these cases is to bring language to its cessation in 
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the ways in which the language comes to expres¬ 
sion and to hold this cessation for an instant in a 
performance of its cessation. 

Many instances of such writing and thinking 
exist in postmodern thought, instances in such 
contexts as those of bodies (Georges Bataille and 
Levinas, for example, and in a very different way in 
Nietzsche), sameness (Heidegger and Jean-Luc 
Nancy), and writing (Blanchot and Derrida). 
Broadly speaking, the art is one of allowing to 
appear borders of disappearance, borders of 
closure that seem to accompany the disclosure of 
specific connections. In aU cases, the roles of 
subjectivity, experience, and representation are 
severely diminished, and languages and concep¬ 
tualizations are encouraged that take their clue 
from the border of their extinction. In part, 
postmodernism composes writings that effect an 
erasure of their own authority before nothing that 
can be brought to expression. 

Communities and institutions 

The question of commonality composes a pre¬ 
occupation for many postmodern thinkers. The 
force of conceptions of an absolute, be they in the 
forms of nature, human nature, universality, or 
Uanscendent authorization of identity, have been 
diminished. The option of historical relativism has 
been refused because of its replacement of the 
absolute of transcendent universality by the 
absolute of history. In postmodern thought, the 
issue has never been primarily one of showing that 
our values and beliefs are relative to our cultures. A 
metaphysics of chaos is no more attractive in this 
way of thinking than is one of an absolute reality. 
The issues have been those of suppressions, hidden 
voices and possibilities, regimes of self-justifying 
dominations, ill conceived absolutes that authorize 
our knowledge, and the destruction, blindness, and 
suffering wrought by the sacrifices and submissions 
that these dimensions of our lineages have required 
of people. But how, then, are we to think of 
samenesses and commonalities without reverting to 
metaphysical absolutes, viae negativae, or some form 
of subjectivism? 

One group of suggestions relevant to common- 
ahty and community arises from reading and the 
transformation of texts. Texts seem to remain the 


same and to offer a basis for authoritative 
exposition. But the signs that we read are not 
what the signs are about, and in reading there is a 
continuous process of translating. The reader fiUs in 
many gaps: those among signifiers and the 
signifieds, between the author and the work, 
among the signs themselves, among the shaded, 
different meanings carried by one word, among the 
variety of meanings that a context suggests for a 
given words, among the plays of words that a style 
eventuates, and between the author’s time and the 
reader’s time. There is a text that we can name as 
one text - Plato’s Timaeus, for example - but a 
common text is not simply a present artifact or a 
body of unbroken meaning. A text is more like a 
site of possibilities that shows many, often incom¬ 
patible meanings and silences than it is like a basis 
for one authoritative meaning. Like aU encountered 
identities, a text, as it is read, is divided in its 
cohesion and gives occasion for multiple readings 
and interpretations. The establishment of one 
authoritative interpretation would appear to be 
an act of violence performed on something whose 
life is carried out by variations of variations. 

In postmodern thought the gappy, always 
elusive, shifting occurrences of writing that are 
read provide a clue for the occurrences of many 
other things. “Shifting systems of exchange” is a 
phrase that seems to be more descriptive of such 
occurrences than the phrase “a self-identical 
being.” Definitive authority is always coming 
unglued by virtue of textual lives as well as by 
virtue of the hves of people. The way that signs 
suggest other signs, the shading of implication, the 
force given to some indications rather than to other 
indications, the plays of sedimental meanings and 
memories in words and the rules that govern their 
connections, the elusiveness of disclosive vitality, 
and the losses that occur in processes of exchange 
and representation aU take part in disclosive 
situations and maintain a perpetual imbalance of 
possibilities in presentations. Disclosive happen¬ 
ings, in spite of repeating certain elements, explode 
the unities by which people would package them by 
identifications. Established identity seems to re¬ 
quire a measure of imposition - a measure of 
violence - on the disclosive dimension and vitality 
of occurring things. Disclosures of what is happen¬ 
ing seem to be like dreams in which the dreamer 
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dreams of a dreamer whose dream composes the 
active content of the dream. There is no final 
clarity on who is the subject of the dream. 

The move from writing and reading and texts to 
communities of people is a problematic one. It is 
clear that many postmodern thinkers (perhaps all 
of them) are motivated by a hope to transform 
social life and its institutions and to make apparent 
the ways we in our traditions do injury to each 
other by means of predispositions, ideals, and 
highest values. Postmodern work is intrinsically 
political. And it is clear that accounts of traditions 
of authoritative knowing, reading, and writing have 
formed a focus for postmodern attention. But if the 
problematic of texts were taken as a model for 
community life, not only would the model be 
limited; the very idea of a model would also be 
questionable. It would function like a point for 
steady reference, like a continuing presence, a 
methodological absolute. And that would consti¬ 
tute an unacceptable violation of texts and the 
textuality of postmodern work. 

Descriptions of texts and the composition of 
their authorities have rather provided one entry 
into questions of presence, presentation, authority, 
and representation, an entry into the questions that 
does not make subjectivity the locale of analysis, 
one that places strong emphasis on histories and 
genealogies, and one that can show an extremity of 
displacement and loss that accompanies established 
placements and identifications. These descriptions 
compose a strategy for thought by which displace¬ 
ments of subjective and objective prioritization can 
be performed. This kind of work is political as it 
effects a mentation that provides options to the 
manner of mind that has come to expression in 
most Western institutions and ways of life. Perhaps 
the Holocaust, the present dominant sign of 
violence and cruelty, has its origins in something 
considerably more extensive in Western culture 
than the German National Socialism with which it 
is associated. Perhaps it is more akin to the 
evaluations that condemn it than many of us 
would like to believe. Perhaps it composed an 
expression of an undercurrent in our culture that 
postmodern work most seeks to disclose and break 
apart. And perhaps that undercurrent can be 
found in our most esteemed beliefs, institutions, 


and systems of exchange by which we recognize 
what appears to be permanently valuable. 

Genealogy is a term that is usually associated 
with Nietzsche and Foucault but one that can be 
used to describe many of the works by Heidegger, 
Deleuze, Derrida, Levinas, and many others. Its 
inception with Nietzsche’s The Genealogy of Morak 
carried an interest in developing a kind of knowl¬ 
edge in which the forces of the values that it 
investigates are overturned in the ways they are 
recognized. In that book Nietzsche conceived of 
the overturning of these forees of estimation to be 
part of a larger movement of vitalization that he 
named self-overcoming. That movement is char¬ 
acterized by concepts and affirmations that expect 
themselves to transform by virtue of the counter¬ 
movements and the complexities of their own 
composure and to transform by virtue of the 
situations of their expression. Nietzsche called self¬ 
overcoming a “law” of life, a definition of vitality. 
He also described how lives turn against themselves 
when they suppress their will to be, how creative 
instincts turn in self-destructive directions when 
they are held to nonexploratory, merely repetitive 
expectations by which a certain kind of presence is 
maintained at the cost of dangerous transforma¬ 
tions. 

Genealogies investigate lineages of development 
and usually focus on practices, institutions, and 
configurations of knowledge. They are especially 
sensitive to exchanges of powers whereby one kind 
of thing is recognized as equal, inferior, or superior 
to another kind of thing. Certain types of behavior, 
for example, can be exchanged for the privileges of 
approval, or “correct” performance of a ritual 
sacrifice can be exchanged for divine favor, or a 
metal that is highly evaluated can be exchanged for 
a designated amount of something else. In each 
case there is a measured potency that is estimated 
in terms of other potencies. 

The genealogist might trace the lineage of what 
has the power to organize, shape, and name other 
things. The considerable power invested in same¬ 
ness and identity in relation to difference and 
dissension, for example, has organized a great 
many values and ideas in Western thought. A 
person might investigate the structure of punish¬ 
ment or the formation of truths in this context. 
When Nietzsche considered the genealogy of 
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morality, he focused on the value, the potency, of the 
signifier good, and when Foucault considered the 
formation of epistemological order in the seven¬ 
teenth and eighteenth centuries, he focused first on 
the organizing power (the value) of similitude in the 
formation of known likenesses. Derrida, in Of 
Grammatology, gives attention first to the power 
invested in speech in traditional knowledge and the 
ways in which that investment articulated and 
established the value of presence in canonized 
knowledge of expression. The power to organize a 
group of things composes a power of recognition, 
and that power makes a definitive difference in the 
ways people know who they are and what they are 
to do and be. 

Postmodern thought, in the context of geneal¬ 
ogy, places emphasis on disclosure. Although 
Heidegger avoided an explicit emphasis on power 
formations, his accounts and evaluation of dis¬ 
closure have had enormous influence on this aspect 
of postmodern work. Just as Nietzsche saw that 
disclosure of a hero’s frailty and comic absurdity 
will disempower him or her, many genealogists see 
that showing the lineage of many of our orders of 
value and knowledge will disenfranchize their 
axiomatic authority. There is a double sense of 
disclosure at work in these endeavors: there is the 
disclosure of the power interests and arbitrariness 
contained in our systems of evaluation and there is 
the disclosiveness of those systems. In the latter 
instance, systems of evaluation compose sites of 
realization in which people and things receive the 
identities by which they are known: women are 
known as the weaker gender, colonized people are 
known as weaker people, schools are known as 
systems to teach social conformity. Each confed¬ 
eration of values lets people be known in specific 
ways. Disclosing the ways in which various systems 
disclose people and things can make apparent 
otherwise hidden limitations and enforcements as 
weU as the possibility for emerging options. Some 
of those options arise in the process of that 
disclosing. These are options that arise in the 
transformations and overcoming of systems in the 
knowledge that recognizes their limitations and 
enforcements. Rather than having a pre-estab¬ 
lished agenda of what those options are or which 
options are best, the postmodern thinker attempts 
to discover in the disclosure preferable options and 


the operating standards of the preference; to 
discuss them the process that gives them to arise 
and in a context that expects both the options and 
their evaluations to continue to transform. 

This way of thinking means that communities 
are approached as systems of differences that are 
suffused with possibilities and that are without a 
transcendental identity by reference to which a 
group of people can properly measure itself. 
Running through this thought is a predisposition 
to affirm in community life an unavowable 
dimension and an absence of definitive presence, 
a likelihood of disaster because of the necessity of 
establishing hierarchies of values and identities 
whose rightnesses will meet with terrible limita¬ 
tions. It is a predisposition that is attuned to 
victimization and oppression, and alertness to the 
mortality - the deathliness - that defines our lives. 
There is in this mentation a distrust of ideology, 
utopian conception, self-satisfaction, privilege; and 
always an alertness to the dangers of what appears 
to be most true and right. We do not seem to be 
born for permanence, not for permanence in 
meaning, social structure, law, wisdom, or accom¬ 
plishment. Structures that suggest permanence, 
whether in the figuration of universality, truth, 
disclosure, or a deathless life, forecasts kinds of 
oppression that, if we cannot avoid them, we can 
stiU recognize with other possibilities that they 
present in spite of themselves. If we pay attention to 
nothing to which we can attest - to the borders at 
which nothing yet is - we might have situations in 
which the “else then” — the unavowable dimension 
of mere difference — allows for affirmation of the 
defiguration of our most valued figurations and for 
our witnessing the disclosure of our lives in the 
lawlessness of the law of mortality. 

What has been left out 

Painting, sculpture, architecture, and literature, 
which play important roles in postmodern philo¬ 
sophy, are beyond the compass of this account, 
although they present some of the most compelling 
instances of postmodern mentation. Many areas of 
special interest in economics, political science, 
religion, women’s studies, and sociology have 
significant creative studies within the region of 
postmodern sensibility. Scholarly work in this area 
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on all of the canonized figures in Western thought 
is producing mxjltiple reconsiderations of their texts 
and constitutes a major body of creative endeavor. 
Postmodernism has also given rise to a remarkable 
number of caricatures and ih-conceived represen¬ 
tations by hostile or poorly informed commenta¬ 
tors, and these instances of misconception and 
sometimes sloppy scholarship need to be noted 
because of their occasional prominence and 
influence. The complexity and variety of thought 
in the postmodern tradition cannot be treated 
adequately in a short summary. This account 
violates the emphasis placed on the performative 
dimension of postmodern thought due to the 
requirements of reportorial conciseness. The sig¬ 
nificant postmodern philosophical books and the 
contributions by leading contemporary philoso¬ 
phers have been noted, if at aU, only by indirection 
or in passing. These few pages can thus be used as a 
surface indication of some of postmodern philoso¬ 
phy’s directions and conceptions, as a pointer 
rather than as a guide to this remarkably rich area 
of affirmative, transformative thought. 

CHARLES E. SCOTT 

plane of immanence 

The plane of immanence is a pre-philosophical 
image of thought which provides a basis for the 
creation of philosophical concepts. The notion of a 
plane of immanence was developed and used by 
the contemporary French philosophers Gilles 
Deleuze (1925-95) and Felix Guattari (1930-92), 
particularly in their work What is Philosophy? The 
importance of immanence in Deleuze and Guattari 
connects up with a trend in the modern and 
postmodern history of philosophy away from a 
concern wdth transcendence toward a preoccupa¬ 
tion with immanence. 

Deleuze most explicidy derives the notion of a 
plane of immanence from Benedict de Spinoza 
(1632-77). For Spinoza there is only one substance 
(Nature or God), which exists in different modes. 
This has been called a pantheism or a monism, and 
in his Ethics Spinoza develops what he calls a 
parallelism between mind and body, which again 
are but two different manifestations of the one 


substance. In his book, Spinozfi: Practical Philosophy, 
Deleuze affirms the notion of one substance. 
Nature, with different attributes, which he calls a 
philosophical plane, in contrast to a theological 
plan, which is a duality which contains a hidden 
transcendence or depth. 

In his Critique of Pure Reason, Immanuel Kant 
(1724—1804) also articulates a formulation of a 
plane of immanence. Kant argues in the Trans¬ 
cendental Aesthetic that there is only one space 
and one time which must be thought of as 
unlimited, and every appearance in a particular 
space or time is merely a delimitation of that 
universal form of an appearance. Since every 
appearance for Kant is a sensible or empirical 
appearance, it follows that this unlimited space and 
time must be immanent to human sensibility. 

In What is Philosophy? Deleuze and Guattari 
claim that philosophy is concerned with the 
creation of concepts. The creation of concepts 
takes place within a certain pre-philosophical 
environment, which Deleuze and Guattari call 
the plane of immanence. A plane of immanence 
cannot be contrasted with a prior or existing 
transcendence; rather the transcendent must now 
be thought only as a derivation of what is 
immanent. The plane of immanence is described 
alternatively as a single wave, an image of thought, 
a moving absolute horizon, and an indivisible 
milieu. This plane precedes the concept and allows 
it a space to be created, but does not itself create 
concepts. Part of the philosophical project for 
Deleuze and Guattari has been the laying out, or 
the identification and elaboration of a new plane of 
immanence for philosophy, understood in terms of 
complex forces, intensities, simulacra, surfaces, 
bodies, and machines. This altered plane of 
immanence transforms what it means to practice 
philosophy. 

See also: body without organs; desiring machine 
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CLAYTON CROCKETT 

play 

Play is a figure for a dynamic, non-foundational 
process of meaning-making. In his 1938 work Homo 
Ludens, Johan Huizinga introduced the concept of 
play as a metaphor for characterizing the activity 
of culture, or culture as activity. “Play” is dynamic, 
creative, and all-absorbing activity, secluded in 
time and space; “play” falls outside of human 
morality, logic and judgment as the generative 
precondition for them all. For Huizinga, culture 
arises and imfolds in play and as play, not from 
play. 

Jacques Derrida adopts “play” as a way to 
interpret the consequences of the death of God 
proclaimed by Friedrich Nietzsche through the 
linguistic theories of Ferdinand de Saussure. For 
Derrida and other postmoderns, Nietzsche’s pro¬ 
clamation that God is dead discloses the absence 
of any transcendental signified capable of anchor¬ 
ing a system of meaning. Saussure, after Nietzsche, 
theorized that the meaning of a sign arises amidst a 
differential network of signifiers, and not in an 
objective relationship between signifier and sig¬ 
nified. Derrida characterizes this differential net¬ 
work revealed by the death of God as play, a play of 
differences (aural, visual, tactile) among signs 
whose interactivity generates meaning. For Der¬ 
rida, writing is play, as are the linking and reversal 
of oppositions comprising the pharmakon, and 
the differing and deferring movement of differance. 
As such, play signals the “destruction of ontotheol- 
ogy and the metaphysics of presence” (Derrida 
1976: 50). 

To discover that human meaning arises in and 
as play is to discover that identity - personal and 
communal - is a function of performance. Here, 
the image of play counters that of the postmodern 
desert, with its nihilism and despair. To be able to 
experience the death of God as the condition for 
play - that is, as the condition for participating in 
the performance of one’s own identity and mean¬ 
ing - is the existential challenge postmodernism 


poses. To play is to enjoy acting out one’s freedom 
from binary oppositions, and from the hegemony 
of any one meaning, whether it be the truth of 
God, or of an autonomous, rational self 

The discovery of writing as play has generated 
new styles of writing designed to enact the play 
which writing is. Postmodern play with words 
(tropes, puns, anagrams, hterary allusions), and 
with conventions of grammar, books, and art 
objects, relendessly undercuts a viewer’s attempt 
to read meaning into a work, and thus demands 
that she become conscious of her participation in 
the production or play of meaning. Images of 
dance, carnival, festival, liminality, and dissolving 
boundaries associated with postmodern play come 
under fire from feminists in so far as these images 
recapitulate a metaphysical dream of transcen¬ 
dence — a dream of freedom from aU constraints - 
and effectively erase the human body in its 
concrete suffering and oppression. 
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KIMERER L. LAMOTHE 

poetics 

Poetics, or the general theory of literature, can be 
traced at least back to Aristotle, but was reconfi¬ 
gured in the twentieth century by the advent of 
modern linguistics. Alternately assuming prescrip¬ 
tive and descriptive forms, the science of poetics 
attempts to detail the literary object’s mode of 
production. In modernizing the classical trivium - 
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grammar, rhetoric, logic - one could replace 
grammar with poetics, and logic with hermeneu¬ 
tics. Whereas logic or hermeneutics attempts to 
explain the meaning of an utterance, and rhetoric 
concentrates on a particular text’s effects on its 
audience, poetics examines the internal structure of 
the literary work and its formal constitution. One 
might wonder, however, for how long poetics can 
maintain its separation from the search for 
significance or the examination of its results. 

Twentieth-century poetics, which includes 
within its compass the work of Russian formalists 
(Roman Jakobson, Viktor Schlovskii), Prague 
aestheticians (Jakobson, Jan Mukarosky, Rene 
Wellek), and French structuralists (Roland 
Barthes, Tzvetan Todorov, A.J. Greimas), could 
be said to derive from the conjunction of Ferdinand 
de Saussure’s innovations in linguistics and the 
Romantics’ establishment of an autonomous 
sphere of “literature.” With the nineteenth-century 
conception of literature as an independent realm of 
aesthetic activity, the stage was set for the 
development of a science that would take literature 
as its exclusive field of inquiry. Linguistics, because 
of its focus on language as a system, and its division 
between longue, or the language’s general rules, and 
parole, or the individual instance of speech, 
appeared to provide such a discipline. Roman 
Jakobson, who considered poetics an essential field 
of linguistic investigation, further solidified its 
establishment, postulating that “focus on the 
message for its own sake, is the poetic function of 
language” (1987: 69). 

The example of Aristode’s Poetics, the influence 
of which has pervaded Western reflections on 
literature, Uluminates several of the difficulties that 
even a reconfigured poetics entails, ones that 
particularly involve the delimitation of its scope. 
Concentrating on plot {muthos) over character [ethos) 
and language [lexis], Aristotle designates catharsis, or 
“the purgation of pity and fear,” as the central 
function of tragedy. The advent of a linguistics- 
based poetics appeared to eliminate the hierarchy 
of plot over language that Aristode had established, 
but at the same time obscured the fact that when 
structuralist poetics discussed the overall constitu¬ 
tion of the literary work rather than its verbal level, 
it simply relied on an analogy with linguistics, 
again appealing to a discipline outside literature 


itself The Poetics has also been plagued by the 
question of what “the purgation of pity and fear” 
describes. Here controversy has centered on the 
issue of whether catharsis involves spectators’ 
reactions in the evaluation of a play, or can instead 
be considered an element internal to the tragedy, 
or both. The very fact of this inquiry, and its 
continual reformulation, demonstrates the larger 
difficulties inherent in the attempt to secure the 
parameters of poetics. More recendy poetics has 
been criticized for restricting itself to formal issues 
and ignoring political concerns, an accusation that 
has been assisted by the increasing recognition that 
literature cannot be considered in isolation from 
other types of discourse or texts. 
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BERNADETTE MEYLER 

poetry, postmodern 

Postmodern poetry is poetry after modernism, 
poetry that breaks with the traditional lyric and 
focuses upon issues of subjectivity theory, process, 
language, and textual meaning. Theodor Adorno 
argues in Negative Dialectics that poetry after 
Auschwitz is not possible since a continuation of 
such practices would be “barbaric.” Yet poetry has 
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continued since the Second World War, and in 
America poetry has gained in prestige through the 
institutionalization of MFA creative writing pro¬ 
grams that perpetuate the “professionalization” of 
poets. Nevertheless, Adorno’s statement regarding 
poetry needs to be further contextualized so that it 
is perceived not so much as the annunciation of the 
end of poetry but rather as a serious criticism 
leveled against the traditional lyric poem (especially 
given that the specific poets Adorno reads and 
addresses in his various essays and books are in fact 
lyric poets). After the social and ethical crisis of 
Auschwitz, there is no longer a context for the 
purely self-reflective and self-contained aesthetic 
object that glorifies the individual who generates 
the poem and is celebrated by it. Social and ethical 
conscious could not allow for an apoliticized 
“aesthetic” object because to ignore the explicit 
social and political dimensions of any human 
activity would perpetuate the depersonahzation 
and dehumanization that allowed for genocide. 
The lyric mode as the representation of individual 
experience as well as the contrived recapitulation 
of personal epiphany was no longer a valid poetic 
response. 

What Adorno perhaps did not foresee was that a 
number of poets also recognized the intrinsic 
hmitations of the lyric, and these poets, following 
in the wake of Gertrude Stein, Ezra Pound, and a 
range of philosophers, were developing a poetry 
that broke with the predominance of the lyric and 
initiated a shift towards a postmodern poetry. Poets 
such as Charles Olson, Charles Bernstein (and 
other L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poets, a group of 
1970s Marxist poets who diligently have challenged 
the traditional conception of the poem) Jerome 
Rothenberg, Lyn Heijinian, Michael Palmer, David 
Antin, Susan Howe and others have been creating 
a poetry that disrupts the traditional conception of 
the poem as a self-reflexive and self-contained 
artifact in favor of a process-centered, disjunctive 
poetry that challenges the supposed “naturalness” 
of referentiahty, subjectivity, textuahty, and the 
poem as a genre. 

Charles Olson’s essay “Projective Verse” (1950) 
is a pivotal moment in the disruption of the 
predominance of the lyric and the shift towards 
what is now regarded as “postmodern” poetry. In 
“Projective Verse,” Olson differentiates between 


open and closed poetic form, and he argues that 
poetry must eschew the tendency to strive for 
predetermined form and closure; to avoid compos¬ 
ing in the rhythm of the metronome, as Ezra 
Pound put it. Instead the poem should be an open, 
fluid vehicle of process and discovery. “Projective 
Verse” emphasizes poetic process over product and 
proposes that the poem should be an extension of 
the content and not dictated by a predetermined 
form (a sonnet, for example). Olson’s critique of the 
traditional form of the poem further ruptured the 
preconception of the poem as a self-contained 
artifact that condenses and represents a personal 
epiphany. Similar to Adorno’s criticism, the poem 
for Olson was not to be the “ego on display” but 
rather the arena in which the self explicates the 
total context of his or her existence and actions. 
Consequently, Olson conceived the poem as a field 
of action that is infinitely open in regards to form 
and content, poetry of openness and process 
necessitates a reconsideration of what constitutes 
valid poetic material; moreover, it also proposes a 
re-evaluation of the distinction between poetry and 
prose and the boundaries that not only separate 
genres but also diseiplines. Therefore it is hardly 
surprising to see poets who follow in the wake of 
“Projeetive Verse” drawing upon a sense of “open” 
poetic form while simultaneously developing a 
poetics that blurs the distinction between genres by 
incorporating quotations, passages, and concepts 
from history, philosophy, physics, politics, art, 
music, as well as other disciplines into the poem. 

The postmodern poem is very different in 
appearance from the traditional poem (that is the 
page no longer contains a tidy poetic artifact but is, 
rather, the site of the poet’s engagement with a 
particular subject): the postmodern poem is a 
pastiche of prose, quotations, and poetic lines that 
draw upon a range of interests and topics, and 
these poets foreground the fact that the poem (and 
the poet) is comphcit with a fabric of relations to 
other texts, ideologies, genres, and poets. The 
postmodern poet strives to demonstrate that poetry 
is not merely the rendering of a distinct, univocal 
experience but is, rather, a heteroglossic conver¬ 
gence of ideologies, disciplines, and voices. 

As such, postmodern poetry parallels and is 
closely ahgned with poststructural literary theory 
that explicates the ideological implications of 
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language, textuality, meaning, subjectivity, and 
voice. Furthermore, postmodern poetry often 
mirrors the dominant methodologies of literary 
theory that explicates the ideological implications 
of meaning, knowledge, language, and textuality. 
Not surprisingly, many postmodern poets fre- 
quendy cite the philosophers and literary critics 
central to contemporary literary theory — Karl 
Marx, Jacques Derrida, Deleuze and Guattari, 
Sigmund Freud, and others - and incorporate 
their ideas into their poetry. For example, the 
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poets (which includes 
Charles Bernstein, Lynn Heijinian, Ron SiUiman, 
and Susan Howe (although only loosely)) base 
much of their poetry upon a Marxist critique of 
capitalism and meaning. Their poetry demon¬ 
strates how meaning is eommodified and pack¬ 
aged, and their poetry is not only the site of 
ideological critique but also resists the tendency in 
a capitalist society of poetic commodification. 
Consequently, the L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E 
poets and other postmodern poets often stand in 
direct contestation with institutionally backed 
conceptions of a poetic canon or tradition. 
Furthermore, many postmodern poets also resist 
the naive and narrow conception of poetic form, 
voice, and aesthetics that continues to be the 
mainstay of the traditional lyric and most institu¬ 
tionally valorized poetry programs. In essence, 
postmodern poetry mirrors Adorno’s criticism and 
eschews the very poetic characteristics and traits 
that Adorno found so barbaric and inhuman. 

DAVID CLIPPINGER 

political science 

In common with other social sciences historically 
aUied with the modern projects of pohtical liberal¬ 
ism and empirical science, political science has 
occasionally welcomed but more often resisted the 
challenges issued by postmodernism, none of 
whose major theorists has ever worked within the 
field. Emerging in the United States during the 
second half of the nineteenth century as an 
independent academic discipline to comprehend 
and promote the administrative modernization of 
American democracy, political science’s traditional 


commitment to the social scientific advancement of 
liberal ideals has rendered it litde receptive to 
postmodernism’s heady distrust of modern science 
and politics. With the exception of the subfield of 
politieal theory, which itself has long contested the 
discipline’s dominant self-understandings, the alle¬ 
giance of pohtical science to enlightenment notions 
of truth, evidence, reason, progress, and selfhood 
has generally spared it the intense controversies 
ignited by postmodernism in other academic areas. 
Save for the critiques offered by feminist scholars, 
many of them inspired at least partly by the 
writings of Michel Foucault (1926-84), Jacques 
Derrida (1930-), Jean-Fran^ois Lyotard (1924— 
98), Juha Kristeva (1941-), and Jacques Lacan 
(1901-81), the diminished prestige of positivism 
and behavioralism, as well as the greater metho¬ 
dological pluralism characterizing the discipline 
since the 1970s, have resulted less from distinctly 
postmodern challenges than from persistent con¬ 
troversies within pohtical science and the other 
social sciences. Nonetheless, none of the discipline’s 
traditional subfields, including pohtical theory', 
international relations, American politics, com¬ 
parative polirics, pubhc administration, state and 
local government, pohtical economy, and judicial 
politics, has altogether escaped the consequences of 
postmodern theorizing This is especially true of 
contemporary writing in pohtical theory, interna¬ 
tional relations (IR), and pubhc administration. 

Origins 

As Terry' Eag^eton (1943-) argues in The Illusions 
of Postmodernism (1996), imlike postmodern and 
poststructurahst theorists typically exercised by 
epistemological questions and accordingly suspi¬ 
cious of confident claims to both scientific truth 
and moral certainty ascendant progressive move¬ 
ments ordinarily remain indifferent to such con¬ 
cerns and allow their epistemology instead to 
emerge relatively unproblematicahy from pohtical 
practice. “It requires no esoteric theory at such 
times,” Eagleton writes, “to recognize that the 
material world is at least real enough to be acted 
upon and altered” (1996: 13). From its inception as 
an autonomous academic field, this has been the 
situation of polihcal science. Self-consciously ex¬ 
tricating the new “science of the democratic state” 
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from moral philosophy and traditional historio¬ 
graphy; seminal figures like Francis Lieber (1800- 
72), as well as later practitioners like Woodrow 
Wilson (1856-1924) and Charles Merriam (1874— 
1953), crafted the new discipline as a practical aid 
to democratic reform and education unburdened 
by the supposed metaphysical obscurities and 
controversies of its pre-scientific predecessors. As 
Wilson himself argues in an essay in Political Science 
Quarterly (1887), political administration “as a 
branch of the science of government” ought 
expressly to transfer its energies from chronicling 
the “high warfare of principles” and “theory” to 
investigating instead “how law should be adminis¬ 
tered with enlightenment, with equity, with speed, 
and without friction.” Wilson’s career as the 
Twenty-Eighth President of the United States and 
a founding vice-president of the American Political 
Science Association apdy conveys the new dis¬ 
cipline’s emphasis on the practical unity of social 
science and statecraft. 

Political scientists writing after Wilson and the 
various “behavioral revolutions” which trans¬ 
formed the discipline during the 1920s and 
1950s, as well as scholars active during the 
contemporary “postbehavioralist” or “postpositi¬ 
vist” period, despite their historical distance from 
Wilson, continue in the main to share both his easy 
embrace of democratic ideals and his allied faith in 
the ability of social science to promote them. As a 
consequence, while questions of method remain 
lively and central topics within political science, 
fundamental challenges to the epistemological and 
ontological assumptions undergirding these con¬ 
troversies remain relatively marginal. Reveahngly, 
the subfield within which these challenges most 
forcefully arise is that one both most receptive to 
postmodern interventions and most marginalized 
within the discipline, namely political theory. 

That political science shoidd remain less recep¬ 
tive to postmodern theorizing than other disci¬ 
plines in the arts and humanities ought not to 
surprise. For unlike academic fields which proudly 
trace their origins to the philosophic and artistic 
transformations already occurring in classical, 
biblical, and medieval cultures, political science, 
together with other social sciences such as 
sociology and economics, steadfasdy locates its 
own beginnings in the Enhghtenment project of the 


eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Having thus 
staked the prestige of their discipline upon its 
alleged aflinities with modern natural science, 
political scientists predictably respond unsym¬ 
pathetically and uncomprehendingly to postmo¬ 
dern critiques of science and modernity. 
Postmodern challenges to the distinctiveness and 
superiority of modern Western science, after aU, 
from Foucault’s mapping of the discontinuous 
modern episterms or “truth regimes” and Derrida’s 
problematization of allegedly transparent descrip¬ 
tive languages, to Lyotard’s wholesale rejection of 
“totalizing narratives” in favor of incommensur¬ 
able petits recite and Richard Rorty’s (1931—) ironic 
dismissal of questions of scientific correspondence 
as simply “uninteresting,” aU strike at the heart of 
political scientists’ deepest convictions. Just as 
disconcerting are postmodern challenges to the 
integrity and rationality of the selves who populate 
modern mass democracies, as are the playful 
deconstructions (see deconstruction) of the 
supposedly serious moral principles underlying 
Western pohtical and social institutions. As parti¬ 
sans of a research program self-consciously dedi¬ 
cated to the explication and promotion of 
modernity in all its manifestations, political scien¬ 
tists, with some notable exceptions, generally 
present impatient and often hostile visages to their 
postmodern interlocutors, when they choose to 
confront them at aU. 

Public administration 

Some of these noteworthy exceptions have ap¬ 
peared during the 1990s among political scientists 
working within the subfield of public administra¬ 
tion, an enterprise traditionally dedicated to 
making good Wilson’s mandate to fashion a 
modern science of enlightened and “frictionless” 
administrative expertise as an essential aid to 
democratic self-governance. As Charles J. Fox 
and Hugh T. Miller cast the issue in their challenge 
to the reigning public administration orthodoxies. 
Postmodern Public Administration (1996), “the ideology 
of technocracy and electoral-style procedural 
democracy” which informs even today “the study 
of pubhc administration, insinuating itself in all 
theories of governance and in every actual public 
agency” (1996: 3), awaits its definitive dispatch by 
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emerging postmodern theories more sensitive to 
historical contingency and the linguistic construct- 
edness of social reality. For whether cast in 
optimistic Wilsonian or darker Weberian terms, 
the guiding orthodoxies of public administration 
assume still that scientific policy experts operating 
semi-independendy of aggregated pohtical interests 
can simultaneously achieve the twin goals of 
popular sovereignty and administrative efficiency. 
But if the political reality policy analysts seek to 
comprehend is no longer (to the extent that it ever 
was) one of bureaucratically structured interest 
groups organizing individuals’ rational preferences 
in order to promote their realization by politically 
accountable governmental agencies, but rather an 
unstable “self-referential epiphenomenalism” or 
“hyperreaKty” (see Baudrillard) of heteroge¬ 
neous social and cultural movements seeking 
symbohc self-expression and mutual recognition, 
then the guiding assumptions of the field’s 
orthodoxies are indeed otiose. Of what import in 
postmodernity, after aU, is a “science of public 
administration” which conceives its object domain 
as the instrumental satisfaction of rational agents’ 
choices, and which naively deploys towards this 
end a language it believes unproblematicaUy to 
map this reality? 

Yet another postmodern interrogation of these 
orthodoxies issues from David Farmer’s The 
Language ojPublic Administration: Bureaucracy, Modernity 
and Postmodernity (1995). In Farmer’s view, the field’s 
practitioners ought frankly to acknowledge the 
contingency and irrepressibly agonistic character of 
both its object domain and descriptive language. 
Farmer urges administrative theorists to abandon 
their residual scientism and to acknowledge public 
administration instead as but one “language game” 
among others, thereby initiating a “reflexive” and 
“playful... dialog with the underlying eontent of 
the language” (1995: 12). To hasten this process, he 
and others recommend the writings of Foucault 
and Lyotard to help policy analysts combat the 
“fascism in us all” (1995: 228) and to champion 
instead an “antiadministration” radically open to 
diversity, contingency, and otherness. “In such a 
way,” Farmer writes, “it may be possible to develop 
an antiprogram and an antiinstitutional attitude 
while stiU providing services” (1995: 243). like 
other postmodern critics of public administration. 


Farmer intentionally leaves the parameters of such 
an “antiprogram” unspecified, since imperiously to 
stipulate these would be to violate his own 
admonitions to theorists and administrators alike 
to embrace paradox and contradiction and resist 
the singular truths authoritatively imposed by the 
“science” of public administration. 

International relations 

Another subfield which has during the 1990s 
become increasingly hospitable to postmodern 
interventions as a consequence of internal and 
primarily metliodological controversies is interna¬ 
tional politics or international relations (IR). Like 
other subfields of political science, IR since its 
inception as a distinct professional enterprise has 
conceived its mission as service to liberal ideals, in 
this case, the promotion of the League of Nations 
in the catastrophic aftermath of the First World 
War. It has likewise embraced the means provided 
by enlightened reason to achieve this end. As such, 
even the defeat of first-generation “idealists” 
during the 1930s and 1940s by “realists” like Hans 
Morgenthau (1904-) who reject the discipline’s 
early progressivism in preference to a frank 
realpolitik harkening back to Thucydides and 
MachiaveUi, has not shaken the discipline’s faith 
in modern notions of reason, science, and repre¬ 
sentation. For if realists, and after them influen¬ 
tial neo-realists like Kenneth N. Waltz (1924—), 
spurn the idealist rationalism of their predecessors 
and contemporary “liberal institutionalists,” they 
nonetheless laud as inevitable nations’ strategic or 
instrumental pursuit of sovereign interests. They 
embrace just as enthusiastically the value to 
rational foreign policy making of an empirical, 
quantitative social science yielding allegedly valid 
knowledge of the enduring patterns, laws, and 
constraints of international politics. 

Within this context, insurgent scholars during 
the 1980s and 1990s have sought to interrogate the 
common tendency of neo-realists and neo-hberals 
to regard their principal theoretical categories, and 
especially that of “sovereignty” itself, not as 
linguistic conventions serving the peculiar purposes 
of dominant national and disciplinary powers, but 
instead as timeless and universal concepts corre¬ 
sponding unproblematicaUy to a given pohtical 
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reality. In this vein, in an influential 1987 essay, 
“The Geopolitics of Geopolitical Space: Toward a 
Critical Social Theory of International Relations,” 
Richard Ashley forcefully invokes Foucault’s notion 
of genealogy to ask which political representations 
are valorized, and which ones subjugated or even 
effaced by the seemingly innocent categories of 
international theory. “How,” Ashley demands, and 
“by way of what practices, are structures of history 
produced, differentiated, reified and transformed?” 
How... are fields of practice pried open, bounded 
and secured? How... are regions of silence estab¬ 
lished?” (1987: 409). In a like manner, William 
Connolly’s Identity/Dijfermce (1991) seeks to desta¬ 
bilize national sovereignty as both a privileged 
concept and the dominant form of political 
organization within a context he terms the 
contemporary “globalization of contingency.” In 
the face of late modern insecurities about terror¬ 
ism, resource scarcity, and nuclear proliferation, 
the more strenuously sovereign states, and with 
them, IR practitioners, seek to establish political 
and intellectual order by insisting upon the 
privileged status of sovereignty the more impotent 
these attempts become. “This banalization of 
political reflection on global contingency,” Con¬ 
nolly argues, “is itself a sign of the gap between the 
globalization of contingency and the efficacy of 
states in late modernity, between intensification of 
the organization drive to world mastery and the 
creation of contingencies that endlessly push this 
objective out of reach” (1991: 25). 

Especially prominent during the late 1980s and 
1990s in questioning the dominant orthodoxies of 
IR and in providing openings for postmodern 
voices have been feminist writings. Drawing upon 
heterogeneous strands of feminist theory developed 
outside the discipline, including liberal, socialist, 
and standpoint variants as well as postmodernism, 
feminist IR scholars have vigorously intervened in 
contemporary “post-positivist debates” about the 
discipline’s identity. They demand not only the 
consideration of women’s hitherto neglected roles 
in global politics but also a radical abandonment of 
the “masculinist” IR epistemologies privileging the 
uncritical study of supposedly objective state 
interests. As such, even when not immediately 
informed by postmodern theorizing, feminist writ¬ 
ings in IR work to subvert the methodological and 


conceptual certainties of tlie discipline. As VS. 
Peterson argues in her Gendered States: Feminist 
(Re) Visions of International Relations Theory (1992), 
“postpositivism compels our attention to context 
and historical process, to contingency and uncer¬ 
tainty, to how we construct, rather than dis-cover, 
our world(s)” (1992: 57). Similarly J. Ann Tickner, 
writing in 1997 in International Studies Quarterly, 
argues that “feminists and IR scholars are drawing 
on very different realities and using different 
epistemologies when they engage in theorizing 
about international relations” (1997: 613). None¬ 
theless, Tickner laments, despite the growing 
number of feminist and allied theorists, the 
intellectual richness of their writings has not 
provoked a corresponding effect on IR studies. 
On the contrary, “the effect on the mainstream 
discipline, particularly in the United States, con¬ 
tinues to be marginal” (1997: 611). 

Political theory 

No such marginalization of postmodernism char¬ 
acterizes political theory, that subfield of political 
science traditionally most receptive to theoretical 
developments outside the discipline and least 
concerned to distinguish its contemporary practices 
from any pre-scientific past. On the contrary, 
during the 1980s and 1990s political theorists have 
been extraordinarily receptive to the insights 
offered by major postmodern figures in philosophy, 
arts and the humanities. Since political theory’s 
inception as an academic institution after the 
Second World War, in fact, those identifying with 
the field have generally insisted not on the status of 
their discipline as a modern scientific enterprise, 
but rather on its continuation of a long and 
heterogeneous tradition commencing with Plato 
and Aristotle and encompassing such disparate 
thinkers as Aristode, Augustine, St Thomas, 
MachiaveUi, John Locke, and G.WE Hegel. By 
the same token, scholars publishing in political 
theory journals continue to represent a wide 
variety of academic disciplines, including law, 
philosophy, history, literary theory, and sociol¬ 
ogy. Far from sharing with its parent field an 
anxiety to secure its institutional identity as a 
staunchly liberal and scientific discipline, political 
theory’s heady engagement with the work of 
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postmodern theorists, as well as with their 
precursors like Friedrich Nietzsche (1844—1900) 
and Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), is but the 
latest in a sustained history of fruitful encounters 
with thinkers working outside ^'Vnglo-American 
traditions and litde sympathetic to either science 
or liberalism. Notables among figures thinkers are 
Karl Marx (1818—83), Carl Schmitt (1888—1985), 
Hannah Arendt (1906-75), Herbert Marcuse 
(1898-1979), and Leo Strauss (1899-1973). 

Engagements with postmodernism in the field 
are legion, and include hundreds of books and 
articles drawing upon the insights of postmodern 
theorists to shed new light on long-standing 
questions, and hundreds more deploying postmo¬ 
dern categories to fashion responses to the novel 
challenges and opportunities presented by insur¬ 
gent social movements like feminism, gay libera¬ 
tion, environmentalism, multiculturalism, and even 
rehgious fundamentalism. Significant, too, is the 
considerable attention paid by political theorists to 
controversies carried on beyond the discipline’s 
institutional boundaries, such as Jurgen Haber¬ 
mas’s (1929-) sustained attacks on postmodern¬ 
ism, and the spirited exchanges between 
postmodern writers in the United States and 
France on the one hand, and English critics like 
Perry Anderson, Christopher Norris, David Har¬ 
vey, and Eagleton on the other. Finally, perhaps 
even more revealing of the considerable impact of 
postmodernism on pohtical theory is its role in 
shaping the course of probably the most significant 
controversy in the field during the 1990s, the 
universaHsm-particularism or liberalism—commu¬ 
nitarian debate. While not aU the major partici¬ 
pants, including John Rawls, Michael Walzer, and 
Alistair MacIntyre, have been swayed by the 
interventions of Rorty’s own “postmodernist bour¬ 
geois liberalism,” each has nonetheless sought to 
divorce the principal terms of modern political fife 
from the Enlightenment ideals stiU guiding political 
science and modern liberalism alike. Sharing 
Rorty’s preference for frankly historicist and 
antiuniversal modes of theorizing, they agree, as 
Rawls argues in a 1985 article, “Justice as Fairness: 
Political not Metaphysical,” that “philosophy as the 
search for truth about an independent metaphysi¬ 
cal and moral order cannot... provide a workable 


and shared basis for a political conception of justice 
in a democratic society” (1985: 230). 

Nonetheless, if postmodern interrogations un¬ 
doubtedly have found a home within pohtical 
theory, the field itself remains effectively margin- 
ahzed within the broader discipline. Whether 
writing in the wake of the “behavioral revolution” 
of the 1950s and 1960s or during the 1990s, 
political theorists have had litde to say either about 
or to the broader discipline. Many of their own 
concerns and practices, in turn, including their 
numerous engagements with postmodernism, re¬ 
main of hide relevance or even intelligibility to 
political scientists. Postmodernism might well be at 
home in political theory, but its practitioners 
remain generally isolated in a discipline stiU 
committed to the social scientific advancement of 
conventionally democratic and liberal ideals. 
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political unconscious 

The political unconscious is a concept employed by 
Fredric Jameson to characterize the repressed or 
buried reality of class struggle that is present in 
cultural texts and that must be reconstructed via 
interpretation. In the context of postmodernism, 
Jameson’s notion of a political unconscious is best 
understood as on the one hand a reaction to and 
critique of much of the postmodern, or more 
properly structuralist and poststructuralist, thought 
of Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, GiUes 
Deleuze, Louis Althusser and others. On the 
other hand, Jameson’s notion is itself an example of 
the kind of “meta-narratives” or totalizing thought 
that much of such thinking seeks to expose and to 
deconstruct (see deconstruction). Paradoxically, 
Jameson attempts to include many of these 
critiques within his thinking while at the same 
time relegating them to a “local” validity which his 
own model seeks to transcend. In The Political 
Unconscious: Narrative as Socially Symbolic Act (1981), 


Jameson develops a Marxist model of interpreta¬ 
tion that asserts history, or History, as an 
“untranscendable horizon” beyond theoretical 
justification, and dialectical thinking, or “meta¬ 
commentary,” as the untranscendable horizon of 
interpretive practice. 

Jameson argues the priority of the political 
interpretation of literary texts; he asserts that 
everything is “in the last analysis” political. That 
there is such a thing as a political unconscious 
suggests the need for a hermeneutical operation 
whereby the critic recovers a latent meaning 
behind a manifest one. Like Freud’s conception 
of the dream-work, the text is to be understood as 
the effect of a deeper process which for Jameson is 
history itself, the ultimate limitation of desire. 
Jameson’s emphasis on the unconscious draws 
much from Freud. However, Jameson historicizes 
Freud’s discovery and suggests that psychoanalysis 
becomes possible only with the psychic fragmenta¬ 
tion that results historically from the effects of 
capitalism. In addition, Jameson is less interested in 
the individual psyche than he is in a “collective” 
version of the unconscious. His method seeks to 
grasp in each text an episode of a single unfolding 
plot, of a collective story of the struggle to “wrest a 
realm of freedom from a realm of necessity.” 

Thus narrative is essential for Jameson. We 
understand history by telling stories, he suggests. 
But we also understand history by understanding 
how we teU stories. Jameson argues that although 
history is not a text, that it is “fundamentally non¬ 
narrative,” it is only available to us in textual form. 
History comes to us as always already textual. As 
with Lacan’s Real, History is an absent cause which 
can only be grasped through its effects. 

Jameson’s notion of a political unconscious 
underpins his later work on postmodernism in that 
the latter, too, intervenes in a theoretical moment 
and asserts both the primacy of the political and 
the necessity of dialectical thinking: it grasps the 
plurality of positions and features of postmodern¬ 
ism as so many expressions of multinational 
capitalism today. 
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postcolonial 

The term postcolonial designates the state of 
peoples and regions formerly colonized principally 
by western imperial nations, and the study of the 
material and cultural imphcations of that history 
and its aftermath. It is a hotly contested term both 
in terms of the practical reality it is intended to 
describe - if by colonialism is meant the economic 
and cultural domination of the west, it is debatable 
whether the chronology suggested by “post” is 
justifiable - and as a field of study which is riven by 
rancorous dissent between competing methodolo¬ 
gical inflections. However, most practitioners and 
their critics would agree that postcolonial studies is 
founded on the aim of giving prominence to voices 
and subjectivities previously marginalized or 
silenced by western colonialism, which embodies 
a fundamental critique of western presumptions of 
cultural and racial prominence. An aim which 
suggests a congruence with both feminism, gay 
and lesbian studies and African American 
studies and, indeed, aU three of these critical 
discourses gained increasing recognition during the 
1990s collectively being described as the New 
Humanities. 

One of the most important innovations of these 
critical discourses which is particularly true of 
postcolonial studies, has been a strong commitment 
to interdisciplinary approaches. Yet arguably the 
most prominent and thence most contested inflec¬ 
tion within postcolonial studies has been the 
emergence of a postcolonial theory which strongly 
privileges the study of the textual artefacts of 
colonialism and looks to French poststructural¬ 
ism for its theoretical foundation. Thence the 
pubhcation of Edward Said’s 1978 study Oriental¬ 
ism, which brought the ideas of Michel Foucault 
to bear on a wide range of texts (literary, 
sociological, governmental, linguistic, scientific, to 
name only the more prominent categories) through 
which the west understood and defined the Orient, 


or the Middle East. By adapting Foucault’s thesis of 
the intimate relationship between forms of knowl¬ 
edge and power. Said demonstrated both that the 
constructions of colonized peoples were systematic 
and conscious, but also that many fields of 
knowledge institutionalized in the west as defmers 
of so-called objective truths were in fact implicated 
in the production of repressive discourses. 

The pubhcation of Said’s ground-breaking study 
is generally taken to inaugurate the field of 
contemporary postcolonial studies (although not 
anti-colonialism which has a longer lineage, see 
below). Other theorists have followed his lead in 
looking to poststructurahsm for their critical co¬ 
ordinates of whom die most prominent are Gayatri 
Ghakravorty Spivak and Homi K. Bhabha, who 
owe considerable debts to the deconstruction of 
Jacques Derrida and the radical psychoanalysis of 
Jacques Lacan, respectively. These writers have 
undoubtedly helped to raise the profile of post- 
colonial issues both in the west and the world at 
large. However, many critics working within the 
field in the west and those based in formerly 
colonized regions have objected to the excessive 
privileging of the textual artefacts of colonialism 
over the physical experience of colonialism and its 
material legacy. This strategy both reinscribes the 
prominence of western discourse but is also 
politically disabling by co-opting potentially dis¬ 
ruptive critics from the so-called Third World. As 
Aijaz Ahmad observes in his important indictment 
of this approach. In Theory: Classes, Nations, 
Literatures, postcolonial theory can be condemned 
within the very terms of Said’s original critique of 
colonialism: “The East, reborn and greatly ex¬ 
panded now as a ‘Third World,’ seems to have 
become, yet again, a career — even for the 
‘Oriental’ this time, and within the ‘Occident’ 
too” (Ahmad 1992: 94). 

Another controversial aspect of the infusion of 
poststructuralist theory in postcolonial studies is its 
relation to postmodernism, both in terms of its 
linguistic-derived approach to the interpretation of 
culture and history and also its fascination with the 
play of fragmented subjectivities, the undermining 
of old (western) certainties, globalization, and an 
obsession with alterity. The work of an author 
such as Salman Rushdie notably straddles both the 
postcolonial and the postmodern. That part of the 
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project or essence of the postcolonial might be said 
to be the decentring of the imperialist privileging of 
western epistemology and culture, and the promo¬ 
tion of other formerly denigrated forms of knowl¬ 
edge and cultures, the relation between the 
postcolonial and tlie postmodern might be said to 
rest on rather more than the utilization of 
poststructurahst techniques by some postcolonial 
theorists. 

Powerful objections have emerged from the 
more materialist inclined postcolonial critics who 
raised their voices against the consequences of 
employing poststructuralist theory to interpret (or 
perhaps evade) the physical depravations of 
colonialism. Some critics have pointed to Frederic 
Jameson’s identification of postmodernism as 
the cultural logic of late capitalism to advance 
their case. Nearly a century before, Lenin argued 
that imperialism itself represented the latest 
(changed posthumously to “highest”) form of 
capitalism. This places both imperialist culttire 
and postmodernism within the same history and 
fundamentally at odds with any practical resis¬ 
tance to the consequences of colonialism, or to 
halt the advancement of the inequalities of global 
capitalism which are often seen as one in the 
same. 

Opponents of poststructuralist inflected theory 
have pointed to another tradition of anti-colonial 
theory and literature which is intimately inter¬ 
twined with the hves and resistance of diasp oric 
and colonized peoples. This tradition considerably 
predates the work of Said, Spivak and Bhabha and 
reaches back to African-American writers such as 
W.E.B. Du Bois or the South African Sol Plaatje; 
nationalist leaders such as Mahatma Gandhi; anti¬ 
colonial independence fighters and thinkers such as 
AmUcar Cabral, Steve Biko and Amie Cesaire; and 
authors such as Ghinua Achebe, C.L.RJames and 
Wole Soyinka, to name only a few. This is a 
tradition that has been generously acknowledged 
by Edward Said in his later work, although less 
fulsomely by Spivak and Bhabha. 
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post-ego 

Post-ego is a term coined by the Belgian painter, 
new media artist and theorist Dr Hugo (pseudo¬ 
nym for Hugo Heyrman (1942—)) to describe that 
the real extension of man is awareness and self- 
consciousness. By becoming post-ego, we are 
transforming our individuality into a less egocen- 
tered personality. Post-ego is the transformation of 
the “self,” the construction of the “self”: the 
transcendence of the ego. 

Each of us is a unique reality, a personal 
universe, the only focus of a private world. It is 
precisely in om own awareness, our devoted 
concentration, that we are able to define; and 
finally to transform ourselves. As we know from 
day-to-day experience, reahty is a cross-reference 
of observations, memories and interpretations, 
where meaning and reality are created and not 
discovered. For this reason, it is perhaps today’s 
new media artist, who most closely approaches and 
personifies Ohver Sacks’s dream of a science of the 
individual, and perhaps modernism, started with 
the famous remark of Arthur Rimbaud (1854— 
1891): “Je est un autre.” 

But the evolution of human consciousness takes 
time. It took the human mind more than 20,000 
years to arrive at tins point in history, from the first 
primitive tool to the sophisticated computer of 
today. The beginning of “self’’-consciousness is the 
prime creation of man, whereby man transforms 
himself. Moreover, man can communicate knowl¬ 
edge acquired by experience to other members of 
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the group, whereby negotiation is the art of 
constructing new meaning by which individuals 
can regulate their relations with each other. From 
the moment word and creative gesture were born, 
man has tried to capture his subjective experience 
of time. In his struggle for survival, man takes 
possession of the natural by transforming it. By 
attaching significance to similarity - the proeess of 
mimesis: “making alike” - man transforms nature 
into art. With the use of tools he extended his 
power. But before man became a tool-maker, he 
was certainly a dreamer, already using his 
intuition and his imagination for concept forma¬ 
tion; as a symbol-maker, a story teller, a sign- and 
a picture-maker; thus showing the interrelated 
origins of art and technology. In a magical act of 
creation, religion, science and art were combined 
in a latent form. Basically, in his way of thinking, 
feeling and acting, the cave-man, -woman, and 
-child possessed all the characteristics of a 
“human” in the same sense as we are “human” 
today. 

In his book The Shape of Time, George Kubler 
begins the first chapter of The History of Things, by 
saying: “Let us suppose that the idea of art can 
be expanded to embrace the whole range of man¬ 
made things, including all tools and writing in 
addition to the useless, beautiful, and poetic 
things of the world” (1962: 1). By this view the 
universe of man-made things simply coincides 
with the history of art. It becomes an urgent 
requirement to devise better ways of considering 
everything man has made. Inspired by new 
insights in fields such as anthropology and 
linguistics, George Kubler’s remark is expanding 
the bounds of art and history. Indeed, to consider 
the importance of an artwork as a “piece of 
history” in itself, means also to locate it at a 
particular time and place, and to put it rightful 
into his context. Art, at its root, is association - 
the power of transformation — to make one thing 
stand for and symbolize another. Now the 
computer imitates “creation” itself and new 
interactive life and artforms are really humanizing 
technologies. Our senses and egos are becoming 
telematicaUy extended on a global scale. The next 
questions will be; “How we define ourselves?,” 
“What is the form of the personal?,” “What is 
identity?,” “What is I?” 


In principle, we become ourselves through 
others, but also through our other mediamatic 
seifs; alter ego, pseudonym, ahas, or virtual avatars. 
We go from pre-ego, over ego, towards post-ego. 
Becoming post-ego consists of a new balance 
between: actual self (who you actually are), ideal self 
(who you would like to be), perceived self {who others 
take you to he), future self{yi/ho you expect to be in, 
say, ten years time). 

In short, “post-ego” is the transformation of the 
“self” The coming period will be characterized by 
the construction of the “self”; the transcendence 
of the ego, multi-identity, the data-ego, the flexible 
I, the post-I-ness. It should cause no astonishment 
that egotism forms a “cul-de-sac,” a prison from 
which we want to escape. Until one learns to lose 
one’s self, one cannot find oneself. Therefore we 
need to respect and to put into value the 
inseparable connection of the ego with the 
external world. Self is not an entity locked up in 
the body; it is the constant interaction of the 
objective and the subjective. Identity is a process, a 
continuous engagement with change. In the future, 
artists may no longer be involved in just redefining 
art. In the posthuman future, artists may also be 
involved in redefining life; it will become normal 
to re-invent oneself the “uncensorized 1.” After 
the exploration of outer space, the virtues of our 
inner space travels are coming into being by the 
quality of individual ideas. The brain as cyber¬ 
space; the (un)conscious enters into the age of its 
technical reproducibility. A cyber-civilization is 
taking form. 

See also: tele-synaesthesia 

References 

Kubler, George (1962) The Shape of Time: Remarks on 
the History of Things, New Haven, CN and 
London: Yale University Press. 

Further reading 

Heyrman, Hugo (1997) “Devenir Post-ego,” Cyber 
Flux News 1(4): 9. 


DR HUGO 



302 post-Marxism 


post-Marxism 

Post-Marxism emerged in the mid-1980s as a 
critique of classical Marxism on the basis of the 
anti-essentialist theories of Derrida, Lacan, Bau- 
drillard, and others. Starting from the Althusserian 
concept of “overdetermination,” post-Marxism 
contended that there was no “center” to social 
relations. It thus attacked Marxist concepts such as 
“dialectics,” “mode of production,” “base/super- 
structure” and “proletariat.” 

Post-Marxists contended that if there is no 
“center,” there is, in fact, no “society”: instead, 
there is “the social,” as an imaginary construct 
maintained by the play of social signifiers. The 
constitution of “the social” is, for post-Marxism, an 
effect of political struggle: since “antagonisms” can 
no longer be explained in terms of “contra¬ 
dictions,” antagonisms are in effect “constitutive” 
and “contingent.” In place of the Marxist concepts 
of class struggle and revolution, post-Marxism has 
appropriated Antonio Gramsci’s concept of “he¬ 
gemony,” understood as a process of linking one 
antagonism to another so to construct “the people” 
as a progressive political force. Post-Marxism 
substitutes for the Marxist notion of the contra¬ 
diction between the forces and relations of 
production the logic of “equality,” which it 
considers to be definitive of the process of 
modernization. It therefore argues for a “radical 
democracy,” which involves the perpetual “articu¬ 
lation” of new sites of antagonism and new political 
arenas where the logie of “equality” can be 
extended. In response, Marxists have argued that 
post-Marxism reduces social relations and politics 
to a series of contingencies which make it 
impossible to determine political priorities. 
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postmodern critique 

Postmodern critique, which emerged in the 1960s, 
is chiefly a neo-Nietzschean variant of the practice 
of contesting the authority of forms of knowledge 
derived from Enlightenment philosophy. Its goal is 
to delegitimize these institutional orders of knowl¬ 
edge by exposing the contingent nature of their 
authority and the oppressive power relations 
inscribed -within them. 

The French poststructuralists (among them, 
Derrida, Foucault, and Lyotard), who prac¬ 
ticed postmodern critique cwant la lettre, incorpo¬ 
rated and developed the major strategies of 
Nietzsche’s style of critique: the genealogical 
mode of historical philosophizing; the focus on the 
metaphorical operations of language; the anti¬ 
positivist perspectivism, which substitutes interpre¬ 
tations for facts; and the anti-totalizing particular¬ 
ism. These strategies received further elaboration 
in the late 1970s, when they began to be 
assimilated into key areas of literary studies and 
cultural studies (for example, new historicism 
and postcolonial theory) and feminist theory. In 
the 1990s, postmodern eiitique became the ruling 
paradigm for a wide range of innovative, radical, 
and contentious inquiry within the humartities and 
social sciences. 

The defirung premises of postmodern critique 
may, for convenience, be summarized under four 
headings: textualism, constructivism, power/ 
knowledge and particularism. 

Textualism 

It is held that knowledge qua discourse cannot 
escape the condition of its own textuality. 
Whence, the incessant and differential “play” of 
signs (the ever-shifting intertextual fields in which 
signifiers acquire provisional meanings) is seen to 
deny any discourse an authoritative and final 
meaning. Derrida’s deconstructive readings of texts 
provdde an exemplary demonstration of this 
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semantic instability. Furthermore, knowledge can¬ 
not escape the rhetoricity of the language in which 
it is formulated; deconstruction reveals the truth 
of a discourse to be substantially dependent on 
tropes, figures, and other techniques of persuasion. 
Finally, the postmodern focus on “contamination” 
undermines the authority derived from the (funda¬ 
mentalist) belief in the possibility of a pure, pristine, 
and original text/language; the latter’s enmesh- 
ment in extraneous meaning-systems is revealed as 
inevitable through concepts such as difference 
and supplementarity. 

Constructivism 

Postmodern critique emphasizes the constructed 
nature of all social phenomena. Thus, where a 
discourse or practice masquerades as natural (e.g. 
the mythologies of mass culture, which serve to 
legitimize bourgeois or Eurocentric or patriarchal 
norms), this critique will explore and expose its 
historically and culturally constituted nature. And 
where the Self is conceived in humanist terms as an 
autonomous agent, a unitary being, and a private 
source of meaning, it is “decentered” by post¬ 
modern critique, which reconceives it as an 
aggregate of discursively constructed and contra¬ 
dictory “subject-positions.” 

Power/knowledge 

Proceeding from the premise that the legitimacy of 
a body of knowledge does not depend on its truth 
content or its provenance in some putative Subject 
of Reason, postmodern critique examines the role 
of institutional forces and disciplinary matrices in 
the production and authorization of knowledge. 
Thus, in his “genealogical” researches, Foucault 
has examined the institutional conditions of the 
development of scientific discourse, whose ratio¬ 
nale he identifies as the transformation of human 
beings into knowable - that is, controllable - 
“subjects.” And Lyotard has argued that, in the 
postmodern period, science no longer finds its 
legitimation in the Enlightenment narrative of 
emancipation but in the political or corporate drive 
to augment power. Another strategy of postmodern 
critique is to unsettle the binary oppositions (see 
binary opposition) - such as male/female, 


Occident/Orient, sane/insane - in which Western 
thought is grounded. For these oppositions, though 
prima fade innocent, constitute, says Derrida, a 
“violent hierarchy” where one of the two terms 
dominates the other. The postmodern response to 
this hierarchy is, first, to reverse its order by 
elevating the inferior above the superior term and, 
second, to dissolve its conceptual field by fore¬ 
grounding the elements of undecidabHity which 
haunt the opposition. It is in this deconstructive 
spirit that radical feminists like Helene Cixous do 
not seek merely to privilege gynocentricity over 
androcentricity but, rather, to work towards a 
process of degendering. 

Particularism 

Postmodern critique contests the universalizing and 
totalizing claims of hegemonic (for example, 
Eurocentric or patriarchal) discourse with the use 
of particularizing concepts, such as difference, 
micropower, and perspective. Thus, in opposition 
to such undifferentiated concepts as Culture or 
Truth, this critique posits (respectively) ethnicities 
and perspectives. Instead of a macropolitical 
conception of power as concentrated in class 
formations or state apparatuses, Foucault argues 
for a micropoKtical model, which identifies mani¬ 
fold relations of power as permeating all social 
sites. Lyotard invokes the heterogeneity of “lan¬ 
guage games,” which are incommensurable with 
each other, in order to challenge the concept of a 
imiversal language of science. 

In general, postmodern critique amounts to a 
radical rejection and demystification of the foun- 
dationalist and consecrated categories of Western 
thought: for example. Reason, Self, Gender, 
Mimesis, God, Telos, and Nation. It cogendy 
articulates its sense of the contingent, thus 
explaining human experience, not in terms of 
some principle beyond the reach of change and 
chance, but in terms of the variability and diversity 
of historical, local, and random forces. 

While postmodern critique is mainly an aca¬ 
demic practice, it is also prominent in the arts. For 
example, dissident uses of self-reflexiveness in 
fiction (Kathy Acker, Walter Abish), photography 
(Cindy Sherman, Sherrie Levine), and film (Maur- 
izio Nichetti, Oliver Stone) work to foreground the 



304 postmodernity 


complicity of these discourses in the construction 
of ideological models of reality. But postmodern 
critique is also evident in promotional media such 
as rock videos and television commercials, a 
matter which raises the question of its adversarial 
value. After aU, this critique is sometimes dismissed 
as a “ludic” epistemology: the pastime of socially 
irresponsible deconstructionists playing with apor- 
ias (see aporia) in the funhouse of language. And, 
to be sure, postmodern critique may, in some 
appHcations, altogether lack transformative im¬ 
petus and political efficacy. Yet, increasingly, since 
the late 1970s, its conceptual resources and 
strategies have been employed in the name of 
radical democracy by currents of pohtical theory, 
ethnocriticism, and critical pedagogy. Nor is it 
accurate to see this critique as post-Marxist; for, 
while rejecting Marxist conceptions of class and 
history as “essentiahst,” it embraces the concepts 
of hegemony, ideology and a modified concep¬ 
tion of class (one which does not demote the 
political experience and agency of other subject- 
positions). But, even if, in the final analysis, 
postmodern critique has only slight oppositional 
value vis-a-vis capitalism, it nevertheless deserves 
recognition as a formidable tool for unmasking the 
diverse power relations concealed in knowledge 
practices and in the codes and texts of everyday 
life. 
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PAUL MALTBY 


postmodernity 

Derived from the etymologically baffling combina¬ 
tion of “post” (after) and “modo” (just now), and 
with attributes which can be traced through the 
history of modern thought but which take present 
shape after the Second World War, postmodernity 
now loosely encompasses or relates to a series of 
movements, sometimes incompatible, that emerged 
in affluent countries in Europe and of European 
descent in art, architecture, literature, music, the 
social sciences and the humanities. Postmodern 
approaches, or descriptions of the “postmodern 
condition,” which describe our current knowledge 
state, emerge in the face of the modernist search for 
authority, progress, universalization, rationaliza¬ 
tion, systematization, and a consistent criteria for 
the evaluation of knowledge claims. As such, 
postmodernity involves a radical questioning of 
the grounds upon which knowledge claims are 
made, and is thereby linked to a sense of liberation 
from limiting earlier practices. Its rise has spawned 
whole new approaches such as cultural studies, 
feminist studies (such as Heckman), women’s 
studies, gay and lesbian studies, gender 
studies, queer theory, science studies, and post¬ 
colonial theory^ (see Edward Said), although it 
has now become the dominant paradigm which is 
itself being questioned for its limiting practices. 
Andreas Huyssen suggests that postmodernity 
emerges from a schism between two modernist 
enterprises, the consciously exclusionary “high” 
modernism, and the historical avant-garde which, 
like postmodernity questioned the aesthetic no¬ 
tions that rmderwiite the idea that high culture is 
self-sufficient. Postmodernity is one of the many 
“post” movements including postcolonial studies 
and post-Marxism; it is often confounded with 
postmodernism, which is more a period label 
ascribed to cultural products that manifest or 
display reflexivity irony, the sometimes playful 
mixture of high and low elements. Postmodernity 
has affinities as weU to poststructuralism, which 
undertook a radical critique of structuralists 
(Greimas, Goldmann, Kristeva, Todorov), narra- 
tologists (Bal, Genette) and semioticians (Eco, 
Peirce), who in the 1960s and 1970s described 
linguistic structures as ostensibly stable, and able to 
mirror the movement of the mind. 
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Origins and usages 

Postmodernity is strongly defended by those who 
find within it a more reflexive approach to the rigid 
morals and norms that are the legacy of moder¬ 
nity’s more totalizing approaches to politics, 
philosophy, law, psychology, sociology, and theol¬ 
ogy. A number of persons have become associated 
with the postmodern project, notably Jacques 
AttaH, Jean Baudrillard, Helene Cixous, GiUes 
Deleuze, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, 
Felix Guattari, Luce Irigaray, Fredric Jameson, 
Charles Jencks, Julia Kristeva, Jacques Lacan, 
Jean-Fran 9 ois Lyotard, and Robert Venturi. 
These theorists claim as intellectual forefathers 
the likes of Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heideg¬ 
ger, Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer and 
Walter Benjamin, whose relations to specific 
characteristics of postmodernity are tenuous and 
variously described. It is interesting to note that 
these “precursors” are German thinkers, most 
associated with philosophy, while those ideas 
against which a significant portion of movement is 
directed can be linked to French or Scottish 
Enlightenment thought and classical hberalism. 
The number of French intellectuals represented on 
the list of contemporary postmodern theorists gives 
grounds for further pause, because their work was 
originally directed to quite a specific paradigm 
occupied by elite French intellectuals in post-war 
Paris. Figures like Althusser or Derrida, whose 
stars were falling (for different reasons) in the 1980s 
in France, were subsequendy appropriated and 
elevated to a high level of “star status” on account 
of an American academy which, since the 1970s, 
has recruited and promoted their work as antidotes 
to the New Critical and formalist approaches 
which had dominated the American scene since the 
1940s. As a result, postmodern texts are read out of 
context and in (sometimes dubious) translations, 
which has created considerable difficulties for 
scholars and students. 

Most theorists and practitioners would reject or 
problematize the postmodern label, and clear 
overlaps between their respective projects would 
be difficult to pinpoint. Nevertheless, by virtue of 
association between these theorists and a range of 
ideas and practices, they can be broadly classified 
as representatives of one of two approaches. The 


first emphasizes the fragmented, unstable, indeter¬ 
minate, discontinuous, migratory, hyperreal (see 
hyperreality) nature of existence, which leads 
them to propose various versions of non- or anti¬ 
totalizing transgressive or disruptive practices. This 
makes their work resistant to, and incredulous of, 
“meta” or “grand” narratives, systematicicity or 
coherence in art or interpretation. The second 
approach speaks from Fredric Jameson’s Marxist 
economic perspective and emphasizes a crisis of 
representation, an increasingly monohthic (late-) 
capitalism dominated by an ever-smaUer group of 
multinationals, and the valuation of utihty and 
marketability rather than ethics in the domain of 
knowledge. From this standpoint, postmodernity is 
an historical period, a stage of capitalism, even a 
“mode of production.” Culture offers some terrain 
for the exploration of this phenomenon, a space for 
tracing out the “symptomology” of this stage and 
the study of its conspicuous characteristics, often 
described against a backdrop of glohalization, 
capitalist universalization, or the end of history, 
The sociologist Zygmunt Bauman discusses 
postmodernity’s “institutionalized pluralism, vari¬ 
ety, contingency and ambivalence,” which were 
unwanted by-products of the modernist quest for 
“universahty homogeneity, monotony, and clarity.” 
“Postmodernity,” says Bauman, “may be inter¬ 
preted as fuUy developed modernity; as modernity 
that acknowledged the effects it was producing 
throughout its history, yet producing inadvertently, 
by default rather than design, as unanticipated 
consequences, by-products often perceived as waste; 
as modernity conscious of its true nature - modernity 
for itself.” Postmodernity is “modernity emanci¬ 
pated from false consciousness,” the institutionali¬ 
zation of the characteristics deemed during the 
modern period as unfortunate upshots of failed 
efforts at modernist objectives (Bauman 1992: 149). 
This “false consciousness” was presumably under¬ 
mined by recognition of the murderous legacy of 
twentieth century totalitarianism in the guise of 
Bolshevism, Leninism, Maoism, Stalinism, and the 
lingering oppression of capitalism. Although the 
politics of postmodernity are conspicuously incon¬ 
sistent and ill-defined, there is a postmodern 
suspicion about totalizing social programs, at¬ 
tempts at solving all of society’s ills with an 
overriding ideology or agenda. The most sig- 
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nificant myth for the shift towards postmodernity 
in the aU-important domain of French philosophy 
surrounds events in 1956, notably Khrushchev’s 
secret speech to the Twentieth Party Conference in 
Moscow in November, and the suppression of the 
Hungarian revolt. According to Mark LUla, these 
events 

brought an end to many illusions: about Sartre, 
about communism, about history, about philo¬ 
sophy, and about the term “humanism.” It also 
established a break between the generation of 
French thinkers reared in the Thirties, who had 
seen the war as adults, and students who felt 
alien to those experiences and wished to escape 
the suffocating atmosphere of the cold war. The 
latter therefore turned from the “existential” 
political engagement recommended by Sartre 
toward a new social science called structuralism. 
And (the story ends) after this turn there would 
develop a new approach to philosophy, of which 
Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida are 
perhaps the most distinguished representatives. 

(Lilia 1998: 36) 

LiUa questions the degree to which illusions about 
communism shifted at this point, but does echo the 
belief that structuralism altered the terms in which 
political matters were henceforth discussed, a point 
that leads into the critical area of language studies. 

Language theories figure prominently in the 
project of postmodernity, through studies of non- 
referentiality, the expressive peculiarities of post¬ 
modernity’s language, as well as problems relating 
to intention, reception and representation. For 
poststructurahsts, informed by Derrida’s work on 
deconstruction, all discourse is bricolage, 
literally tinkering or puttering around, the only 
activity possible because there is no center, no 
originary or stable meaning. This has implications 
for all disciplines, notably in the social sciences and 
humanities, both in its emphasis upon heterogene¬ 
ity and multi-directedness, and in its insistence 
upon the central role of language and discourse. 
There are those who claim that this in itself does 
not make poststructurahsm into an exclusively 
postmodern phenomenon, despite certain points of 
overlap; in fact, far from being a radical rupture 
and discontinuity, Huyssen describes poststructur- 
ahsm as “a discourse of and about modernism. 


and... if we are to locate the postmodern in 
poststructuralism it will have to be found in the 
ways various forms of post structuralism have 
opened up new problematics in modernism and 
have reinscribed modernism in the discourse 
formations of our own time” (Huyssen 1986: 207). 

Disciplines 

There are many disciplines affected by the 
postmodern conception of, and approach to, the 
study of language. Psychology and psychoanalysis 
rely heavily upon Jacques Lacan’s work, notably his 
elaboration of an approach based upon the precept 
that the unconscious is structured like a language. 
The postmodern shift in approach to the mind is 
palpable, in that it rebuts the formalist or 
behaviorist dreams of systematic and predictable 
results, in favor of a lack of center, “deterritor- 
ialization” and connections through “rhizomes.” 
These terms are explored in the complex work of 
GiUes Deleuze and Felix Guattari, who, for 
example, celebrate schizophrenia (schizoanaly- 
sis) for its inventiveness and its refusal of totalizing 
approaches. 

In the field of law, the emphasis is not so much 
upon postmodernity in terms of language theory, 
though there are examples of deconstructionist law, 
but upon a re-orientation of the field in favor of 
exceptions over norms in decision making. This 
idea is associated with Carl Schmitt, the architect 
of Nazi law, but it has been appropriated in the 
postmodern period by the left (Paul Piccone and 
G.L. Uknan in Telos), the right (William Buckley 
and Paul Gottfried in the National Review), by 
various “postmodern” historians and writers such 
as Chantal Mouffe and Ernst Laclau, and by 
mainstream writers including Joseph Bendersky 
and George Schwab. Opponents to the idea like 
William Scheuerman recall other critiques of 
postmodernity’s apparent arbitrariness by calling 
attention to the inherent dangers of a justice 
system that relies upon situation-specific adminis¬ 
trative decrees, or upon interpretations of claims 
that depend upon notions such as custom, indwel¬ 
ling right, morality, fairness, or discretion. Taking 
his cue from Frankfurt School legal theorists 
Kirchheimer and Neuman, Scheuerman suggests 
that although this kind of approach does recognize 
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and act upon diversity in ways that an inflexible 
rule of law cannot, it also demands extensive state 
intervention in an unprecedented variety of spheres 
of social and economic activity, undermining the 
division between state and society, and reducing 
the degree to which government action can be 
deemed normalized, cogent, and predictable. 

In the domain of literature, we find literary 
theorists, including Harry Levin, Irving Howe, 
Leslie Fiedler, Frank Kermode, and Ihab Hassan, 
who used the term postmodern in the 1960s as a 
way of distinguishing post-Second World War 
works by Samuel Beckett, Jorge Luis Borges, 
John Barth, Donald Barthelme and Thomas 
Pynchon. Debate has raged about pre-Second 
World War literary experimenters who worked in a 
framework that seems postmodern avant la letire, 
notably Laurence Sterne, James Joyce, Virginia 
Woolf, Dorothy Richardson, not to mention the 
dadaists. Postmodern literature is also a rebellion 
against values distant from the disenfranchized who 
in the 1950s formed literary movements including 
the Beats, the Angry Young Men, and a range of 
women’s writings which sought to liberate the 
creative individual from the straightjacket of the 
moderns, and rebellion continues through experi¬ 
mentation in form, function and mediums (notably 
cybertexts) in the literary domain and in literary 
criticism (see Linda Hutcheon). 

From architecture comes the earliest reference 
to “postmodern,” which was first used by Joseph 
Hudnut, who entitled his 1945 article “the 
postmodern house.” Postmodernity is in evidence 
in die historical citations found on facades of 
buildings by Phihp Johnson and Michael Graves. 
Architectural postmodernity appears following the 
realization that the modernist ideals of the 
Congress of International Modern Architects 
(CIMA), based upon rationalism, behaviorism, 
and pragmatism, are, as Charles Jencks suggests, 
“as irrational as the philosophies themselves” 
(1996: 470-1). Jencks dates the death of modern¬ 
ism in architecture as 15 July 1972 when the 1951 
Pruitt-Igoe scheme in St Louis, Missouri, the 
archetypal example of CIMA ideas in practice, was 
dynamited. Postmodernism, he says, is a “double 
coding; the combination of modern techniques 
with something else (usually traditional building) in 
order for architecture to communicate with the 


pubhc and a concerned minority, usually other 
architects” (1996; 472). 

Resistance 

Postmodernity is pervasive and ever-present, and 
theorists have found ways of making it fit most 
tendencies in the artistic and political trends in 
contemporary society. This aU-encompassing qual¬ 
ity means as well that icons of postmodernity can 
seem to have used up their cultural capital, and 
hence the current decline in its stock, and in the 
stock of approaches which are deemed to flow 
from, or contribute to, its (il)logic, notably 
deconstruction. This process arguably began in 
earnest in 1987 when, first, Victor Farias published 
a book on Martin Heidegger’s involvement with 
the Nazis and its alleged roots in his philosophy, 
and, second, when it was revealed that Derrida’s 
friend and colleague Paul de Man had published 
collaborationist and anti-Semitic articles in two 
Belgian newspapers in the early Forties. Derrida 
and other sympathizers, notably colleagues in 
Yale’s prestigious literature department, tried to 
explain away the offending passages, confirming 
many people’s worst fears about deconstruction’s 
nefarious dark side: its politics. “No wonder a tour 
through the postmodernist section of any American 
bookshop is such a disconcerting experience,” 
writes Mark LiUa: 

The most illiberal, anti-enlightenment notions 
are put forward with a smile and the assurance 
that, followed out to their logical conclusion, 
they could only lead us into the democratic 
promised land, where aU God’s children will join 
hands in singing the national anthem. It is an 
uplifting vision and Americans believe in uplift. 
That so many of them seem to have found it in 
the dark and forbidding works of Jacques 
Derrida attests to the strength of Americans’ 
self-confidence and their awesome capacity to 
think well of anyone and any idea. Not for 
nothing do the French stiU call us les grands 
enfants. 

(Lilia 1998: 41) 

Postmodernity’s ir- or anti-rationalism had 
already been noted variously by Jurgen Haber¬ 
mas, and received an extended battering in the 
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hands of Christopher Norris, who attacked Jean 
Baudrillard’s “The Gtdf War Has Not Taken 
Place” as a symptom of a larger (postmodern) 
phenomenon which creates “a half-baked mixture 
of ideas picked up from the latest fashionable 
sources, or a series of slogans to the general effect 
that ‘truth’ and ‘reality’ are obsolete ideas, that 
knowledge is always and everywhere a function of 
the epistemic wiU-to-power, and that history is 
nothing but a fictive construct out of the various 
‘discourses’ that jostle for supremacy from one 
period to the next” (1992; 31). The linguist and 
social activist Noam Chomsky takes aim at 
postmodernity’s purposeful obfuscation undertaken 
from careerist purposes (“I await some indication 
that there is something here beyond trivialities or 
self-serving nonsense” (Barsky 1997: 197)), undue 
inteUectualization (“1 can perceive certain grains of 
truth hidden in the vast structure of verbiage, but 
those are simple indeed” (Barsky 1997: 198)), and, 
most poignandy, the politically stifling quality of 
postmodern practices (“the fact that it absorbs 
elements that consider themselves ‘on the left’ — the 
kind of people who years earlier would have been 
organizing and teaching in worker schools” (Barsky 
1997: 168)). A range of these points are at issue in 
the Levitt and Gross book Higher Superstition and, 
more recently, in the “[Alan] Sokal Hoax,” the 
publication in Social Text by a physicist of an article 
containing purposeful inaccuracies, both of which 
focused attention upon the misappropriation by 
postmodern theorists of scientific theories, with the 
suggestion that to the obscurity is added the 
problem of inaccuracy, a lack of rigor, and a 
generalized misinformed tomfoolery. These latter 
projects may move us into a new era, postmodern 
or not, of informed inter-disciplinarity and pro¬ 
ductive political action sometimes sadly lacking 
from a professional setting in which careers seem 
variously linked to the “cutting edge.” 
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ROBERT BARSKY 

poststructuralism 

Poststructuralism is an analytical tool of postmo¬ 
dern scholarship traversing today the disciplines of 
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humanities and social sciences: from literary 
theory to cultural studies, from feminism(s) to 
political science. Poststructuralism inquires into 
the theoretical foundations of modernity, yet does 
not exhaust postmodern epistemology in philoso¬ 
phy. Together with Laeanian psychoanalysis, Ga- 
damerean post-Heideggerian hermeneutics, and 
Wittgensteinean language games, poststrueturalism 
is integral to a broader critique of rationalism and 
subjectivism. 

Primarily a French theory, poststrueturalism 
evolved from diverse structuralist sources: the 
proto-structuralism of the French positivist sociol¬ 
ogist Auguste Comte; the quasi-structuralism of the 
French anthropologist Emile Durkheim and of the 
French-speaking Swiss linguist and semiologist 
Ferdinand de Saussure; the structuralism of the 
anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss; and the 
early structuralist work of Roland Barthes and 
Michel Foucault. The Russian Formalism of 
Victor Shklovsky and Roman Jakobson, which 
was brought into French literary theory by the 
French-Bulgarian Tzvetan Todorov, was also 
highly influential. The exploration of these struc¬ 
turalist theories gave rise to the poststrueturalism 
exemplified in the later work of Barthes and 
Foucault, together with Jacques Derrida and 
Jacques Lacan. 

One of the basic tenets of structuralism comes 
from Saussure’s notion of a social system that is 
defined in terms of language [la longue) and speech 
[la parole). While the former can be scientifically 
investigated as the world of symbols constituting 
the linguistic system and social structure within 
which the individual is born and socially shaped, 
the latter is a function of the former, an accidental, 
individual utterance, employing the values and 
rules of la langue. Language is constructed as a 
system of signs, each sign being the result of 
conventional relations between words and mean¬ 
ings, between a signifier (a sound or sound-image) 
and a signified (the referent, or concept represented 
by the signifier). The constitutive importance of 
social reality and knowledge, then, is the power of 
discourse as a system of signs. 

Barthes’s semiological second order of myth turns 
toward a poststructuralist position as a resistance to 
essentialism and Sartrean existentialism. Barthes 
argues that signifiers and signifieds are not fixed, 


unchangeable, but, on the contrary, can make the 
sign itself signify more complex mythical signs as 
intricate signifiers of the order of myth. Thus, the 
primacy of structure is overshadowed by this 
fundamental query into the stabihty of meaning. 
This questioning of the sign constitutes the basic shift 
in ideas from structuralism to poststrueturalism. 

Similarly, the death of the author and anti- 
essentiahst thinking combine to compheate the 
different domains of language. Since writers only 
write within a system of language in which 
particularized authors are born and shaped, texts 
cannot be thought of in terms of their authors’ 
intentions, but only in relationship with other texts: 
in intertextuality. Flence, with the death of the 
author, the burden of meaning is shifted to the role 
of the (non-specific) reader, who, while reading a 
text, metaphorically writes and re-writes it, accord¬ 
ing to the socio-discursive agreements rendering 
the text intelligible. In the fuU-stage of poststruc¬ 
turalism, Barthes annoimces the binary of writerly 
[scriptible) and readerly [lisible) texts. The former 
requires an active endeavor in the reader who must 
write the text for him or herself in order to provide 
meaning; the latter puts the reader in a passive 
position, due to its less sophisticated demands in 
terms of a reader’s response, who thus accepts 
unchallenged the meaning of the text. According to 
Barthes, readerly and writerly texts can produce 
erotic, corporeal sensations in the reader, varying 
from pleasure (plaisir) to ecstasy ijouissance), nuances 
later articulated by French feminism. 

This deconstruction in the later Barthes is 
extended to its ma.ximum by Derrida, the chief 
proponent of the term. Derrida takes the structure 
of sign from Saussure, but transforms it into a fluid 
entity, whereby meaning and writing consist solely 
in signifiers. Signifiers refer only to each other and 
meaning becomes unstable since any deferral to yet 
another signifier implies a difference in an endless 
chain of signification. This is the meaning of the 
French term dijfhence (from the French verb dtffher, 
with its polysemantics of to differ and to delay), or 
Differance, a neologism created by Derrida particu¬ 
larly to express the indeterminacy of meaning. 
Criticizing Western philosophy for its logocentr- 
ism expressed in a traditional primacy of speech 
over writing, Derrida deconstructs philosophy into 
its marginalized inconsistencies. Yet, deconstruction 
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is not a mere unveUing of hidden truth - it is not just 
a reversal of the binary opposition in favor of the 
minor, discriminated term - but a method and a 
politics of demystification, relativization and dis¬ 
placement of authority: a dissemination. 

The correlation between Derrida and Foucault 
is that Foucault takes the instability of the relations 
of meaning and builds a theory of the relations of 
power. He argues that institutions are internal to 
historical constructions of discourse, which he calls 
epistente, while he sees power, capillary and 
tibiquituos, as circulating through individuals and 
their actions and practices. The human body is 
revealed as the main object of surveillance but also 
capable of a resistance to power. Foucault performs 
an archeology of knowledge which exposes history 
as keeping itself together through stitches of 
ruptures and discontinuities. Subjugated knowl¬ 
edges appear at the fissures and corners of 
historical discontinuities and, while claiming a 
voice for themselves, become political projects 
emerging as genealogies. For Foucault, knowledge 
is social and since there is no author or stable 
meaning, he advocates the reduction of the 
universal intellectual to a political function limited 
to the quality of a specific intellectual, an advisor to 
conjunctural micro-politics. 

Ultimately, poststructuralism critiques linguistic 
and structuralist theories by arguing that knowledge, 
truth, and reality do not originate in experience, 
but in language, an unstably structured system, 
thereby relativizing and demystifying the meta¬ 
narratives of Western modernity and thought. 
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poststructuralist poetics 

Poststructurahst poetics is a branch of critical 
inquiry that describes the ways in which theories 


about literature get entangled in the phenomenon 
they attempt to describe. It turns away from the 
project of working out what makes cultural 
phenomenon intelligible and emphasizes a critique 
of knowledge, totality, and subject. It finds each of 
these to be problematic, and it concludes that the 
structures of the poems/narratives do not exist 
independently of their subjects, as objects of 
knowledge, but are structures, themselves, en¬ 
tangled within the forces that produce them. 

Poststructuralist poetics has imphcations for 
both the poem and the novel. Where a structuralist 
poetic reading is inclined to use notions of unity 
and thematic coherence to exclude problematic 
possibilities that are manifestly awakened by the 
language; poststructuraHsts claim to know only the 
impossibility of the systematic knowledge of a 
poem. Essentially, poststructuralist poetics posits an 
ineluctable tension between what poems do and 
what they say; the impossibility for a poem, or 
perhaps any piece of language, to practice what it 
preaches. 

The imphcations of poststructuralist poetics for 
reading narratives raises the question: is narrative a 
fundamental form of knowledge (giving knowledge 
of the world through its sense-making) or is it a 
rhetorical structure that distorts as much as it 
reveals? As opposed to the analysis of plot as 
independent of any particular language or repre¬ 
sentational medium, poststructurahst poetics pre¬ 
sents plot as something readers infer from the text. 
The writer and the reader shape events into a plot 
in their attempts to make sense of things. However, 
the discordant representations of plot, narrative, 
and language result in a heterogeneity of inter¬ 
pretations. 

The most prominent criticism of poststructural¬ 
ist poetics has been that instead of the concept of 
literature being deconstructed into writing, writing 
has rather been constructed into literature. As a 
consequence, texts and textuality have become as 
ubiquitous as writing itself The corollary of this 
argument accuses poststructuralist poetics of redu¬ 
cing the poem to a play of forces such as 
characterize general non-poetic discourse. 

In relationship to postmodernism, poststructur¬ 
alist poetics emerges as a highly anti-hierarchichal 
structure that rejects the hterary work as an elite 
object and, consequentiy, rejects any coUection of 



power 311 


such works as a duly constituted canon. It attempts 
to show how texts create meaning by violating any 
conventions that structural analysis locates. It 
recognizes the impossibility of describing a com¬ 
plete or coherent signifying system, since systems 
are always changing. 

Poststructuralist poetics’ postmodern implica¬ 
tion is its sceptical exploration of the paradoxes 
that arise in the pursuit of such unifying theoretical 
projects. Poststructuralism, thus, reflects a vigilant 
critique of prior delusions of mastery. 

Further reading 

Culler, Jonathan (1982) On Deconstruction, Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press. 

Johnson, Barbara (1980) The Critical Difference: 
Essays in the Contemporary Rhetoric of Reading, 
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 
Konigsberg, Ira (ed.) (1981) American Criticism in the 
Poststructuralist Age, Ann Arbor, MI: University of 
Michigan Press. 

Poster, Mark (1989) Critical Theory and Poststructur¬ 
alism, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 

.A.MEER SOHRAWARDY 


power 

Power is being-able; in the first place, being able to 
exist, As such it is the essence of “God or Nature,” 
according to Spinoza, the ontological thing-itself 
But whereas Spinoza’s power was unified by the 
idea of one substance, power today is something 
primordiaUy dispersed, perhaps even chaotic. Thus 
power can be intuited as an englobing field or as a 
multiplicity of “nomadicaUy distributed differential 
elements” (Deleuze). These elements do not exist 
actually until they give rise to each other mutually. 
Their pre-existence as power is “clrtual.” 

And so what does it mean for power to “be in 
the first place,” virtual and somehow prior in 
essence to the actual multiplicity of elements? This 
problem, of the a priori of power, was reduced by 
Leibniz and Kant to a question of Possibihty; 
whereas the Spinozist tradition (Nietzsche, Berg¬ 
son, Deleuze) has little use for the notion of 
possibility - as transcendental double or metaphy¬ 


sical “condition” of reahty — and attempts to think 
the immanence of power. 

How is the immanent power to exist, to think, to 
act related to socio-political “power over,” dom¬ 
ination? The latter is the model of transcendent 
power, which modern (Kantian) ethics modulates 
into the transcendental immanence of a freely self- 
legislating subject. The source of the Law of 
freedom remains inaccessible to self-consciousness 
(the transcendental ego cannot know itself); its 
subject is a hving, thinking, acting, speaking body, a 
bundle of urges and feelings supposedly dominated 
by the “self”-dominating force of ethical Law. 
Where does that force, that power, come from? 
(This is the question Foucault, following Nietzsche, 
asks in his genealogy of the modern individual.) 

With the realization that power is divided into 
dominating and dominated forces, that the “force 
relation” is the differential element of power itself 
distributed in physical fields, in biological relations 
(within and between living bodies in ecosystems), 
and in the nomadic colonies of living populations, 
a postmodern theory begins. Its “forefathers” are 
the problematic theories of Darwin and Freud. For 
Darwin, power is expressed as a reproductive 
strategy of living beings. The Darwinian paradigm 
is now ubiquitous (it is speculated that universes 
reproduce through black holes). In particular, 
societies, nations, corporations, technologies and 
cultures, all are seen to compete for resources and 
to reproduce in a human milieu. And in Foucault’s 
archive, populations of statements and discourses 
vary in repeating themselves as they reproduce in 
transmission. Humans’ activity is in that sense the 
genital organ of cultures and techniques (Samuel 
Butler). 

How do cultures, corporations, and even 
technologies become conscious of themselves and 
their “identity”? This is a complex problem of 
introjection, projection, and identification, which 
Freud linked to the fundamental narcissistic drive 
for immortality. At its simplist level, imaginary 
identification with an institution enables a human 
being to tolerate death consciousness (by denying 
it, while transferring one’s urge for immortality to 
the fetishized institutional Name and Image). And 
yet it is the family (however socially determined) 
that carries the biological forces of reproduction 
which are captured by societies (of every nature). 



312 power 


Its technique for capturing individual narcissism 
(omnipotence, omniscience, immortality) and 
transfusing it into the group is every society’s secret 
code, transmitted through ritual initiation. In this 
sense, an individual who links (fuses) with a 
technology invents a perverse couple and private 
society How these links are made and unmade is a 
problem that has barely begun to be rigorously 
investigated. 

Freud’s concept of the superego, extended to a 
general theory of (repetition) compulsion, may help 
to unify some elements of power assembled thus 
far. The superego (says Freud) is the force of Kant’s 
categorical imperative; which in turn is the 
“internalization” of external social power and 
discipline (Nietzsche, Foucault). What Kant does 
(as he thinks) is to purify the superego of 
“pathological” motivations (impulses, feelings). 
Thus the subject is under domination of a pure 
signifier (Law) without specified (signified) content, 
but containing the force of compulsion or com¬ 
mand: the force of the drive. It was Lacan who 
realized the connection between superego (as 
categorical imperative) and perversion. In effect, 
whereas the Law of the Father is “castration” that 
“says no to jouissance” — that is, it says “you may not 
link with the Other” — the super-ego says the exact 
opposite: you must link with the Other, that is, you 
must enjoy the “immortality” and “omniscience” 
of the Other (for example, of God, of Church, of 
Nation, of Corporation, of Identity). Thus the 
super-ego is the perverse agent of the Other’s 
jouissance, meaning that its perversion is key to 
domination of individuals by identification with 
institutions. By teaching the subject to enjoy 
dominating and being dominated, and promising 
a recovery of infantile narcissism through identifi¬ 
cation with the Other represented by name, image, 
and rules of procedure (imperative), the super-ego 
initiates its subject during childhood into a world of 
institutional perversion. Foucault’s genealogy of 
discipline gives a (partial) cultural history of this 
“secret” initiation. 

With Foucault, the idea of power is analyzed on 
a field of immanence, where the powers outside 
dominating the subject are internahzed within but 
as an internal field of differential forces and 
micropowers vying for domination of the subject’s 
body and mind. These forces are arranged in 


complex and heterogeneous mechanisms and 
assemblages with human and technological com¬ 
ponents, which traverse individuals and compose 
bodies and minds. The activity of the subject 
consists in “assembling” these forces (Deleuze) or 
in negotiating their hold on the body according to 
one’s position in a network (Lyotard) or “rhizome” 
(Lyotard). Power is a synthesis of forces and 
relations, not a personal possession but a kind of 
impersonal freedom or creativity of assemblage. I 
may even act against my self-interest as pohtical- 
economic player and enact a desire not determined 
by socio-economic or racial-national position and 
identity. It is this theory of “desiring-position” 
differing from (socio-economic) “subject-position” 
that distinguishes Deleuze and Lacan from Marx¬ 
ism, and even from Foucault’s alternative of 
resisting power (perhaps in the name of “pleasure”) 
or embodying it immanently, distributively (and 
always both simultaneously). Desire is Deleuze’s 
nomadic solution to the problem of power, 
combining both ontological puissance and ethical 
power with the thesis of the unconscious (I cannot 
know the determinants or predict the results of my 
act). In this, he does not clearly distinguish power 
from drive (and thus does not address perversion in 
his later work). 

The postmodern notion of power can be 
summarized: as distributed network; delocalized 
(virtual); decentered (no subject is a “power- 
center,” every “one” divided and distributed in 
the differential field); rhizomatic (versus rooted); 
sometimes disorganized as “swarm” or pack; 
sometimes leaderless or with temporary' leader. It 
is an evolutionary idea of power: as strategy of 
genes or of discrete replicators; for example, ideas 
that reproduce and propagate through media; 
images that propagate and capture attention 
(publicity, advertising, movies, tunes). Capital can 
be understood as a further perversion of categorical 
superego by which the morality of money (the 
capitalist ethical imperative: “always pay your 
debts on time”) and consumption (“consume your 
share to support the economy”) has prevailed over 
traditional ideals and subjects identity is with the 
commodity and its imperative of jouissance (“en¬ 
joy!”). What does this nihilism of self-commodifica¬ 
tion and consumption, when combined with the 
identity politics of family and race, propose for a 
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future? What does it mean for the “finite but 
unlimited” (discrete-continuous) process of produ¬ 
cing, combining, and distributing the forces of life? 

PETER CANNING 


presence 

Presence is a term used in metaphysics to denote 
the problematic of Being in both the spatial (the 
presence of objects) and temporal (the present 
moment) senses. At issue in a history of philosophy 
that stretches from Plato’s analysis of speech and 
writing in the Phaedrus and Aristode’s examination 
of time in Physics IV to postmodernity, the 
concept of presence underwrites many of the issues 
under debate in Martin Heidegger’s (1889—1976) 
Being and Time and Jacques Derrida’s (1930-) 
notion of deconstruction. Through different 
strategies, both Heidegger and Derrida explore 
the metaphysical moorings of presence in order to 
disfigure the very foundations of Western thought. 
Philosophies that deal with the term encounter 
pecuhar difficulties because of the word’s multi¬ 
valence as signifier of self-presence and of the 
temporal-present, that is as a mode of conscious¬ 
ness in space on the one hand and as a unit of time 
on the other. 

Heidegger's engagements 

Heidegger’s analysis of the temporality of Dasein 
(Being-there) approaches the question of presence 
from several directions. For Heidegger, the term 
can mean present-to-hand [Vorhandenheit), denoting 
the theoretical contemplation of an object, the 
“present” {Gegenwart) time, and the “presence” 
(Anwesenheit) of Being. It is in these final two 
meanings that Heidegger’s usage has achieved its 
importance for postmodern inquiries into the 
questioning of metaphysics. In “Ousia and Gramme: 
A Note on a Note from Being and Time,” Derrida 
provides a reading of Heidegger’s engagement with 
philosophy’s troubled history to the notion of time. 
As Derrida demonstrates, a note that occurs near 
the end of Being and Time informs us that the 
present can signify what Heidegger, following 
Aristotle, calls the nun - or the now-moment - 


the present that always shps away, that exists only 
as the “no longer” of the past or as “not yet” of the 
future. Thus, in effect, Heidegger’s analysis recog¬ 
nizes that in the terms set out by metaphysics no 
temporal present exists. The past symbolizes 
obsolescence as the future implies the soon to be 
reahzed. For Heidegger, such an approach to time 
is inauthentic because it fails to recognize its own 
historicity as well as the hberatory and visionary 
possibilities of the present. For Derrida, Heideg¬ 
ger’s work begins to reahze that philosophy itself 
has always been authorized by the “extraordinary 
right” of the present. 

In Of Grammatology, Derrida explains that 
Western thought sees presence as “the meaning 
of being in general,” and that presence signifies the 
presence of things, temporal presence as a point in 
time, presence as true essence, and self-presence as 
consciousness in the Cartesian sense. Hence, for 
Derrida Heidegger’s analysis of temporality in Being 
and Time comes close to a deconstruction of the 
metaphysics of presence, but finally only 
sketches the boundaries of the onto-theology it 
hopes to destroy. That is, Derrida acknowledges 
that classical ontology “trembles” in Being and Time, 
but ultimately certain binary oppositions (see 
binary opposition) (presence versus absence, 
speech versus writing) remain intact because they 
serve Heidegger’s overarching project of opposing 
the inauthentic to the Primordial. Although Being 
and Time initiates an interrogation of the notions of 
presence and presentness that might uncover 
logocentrism, it finally stops short of this 
deconstructive turn and, instead, contemplates 
Primordial Being. 

Derrida's engagements 

Logocentrism refers to the privileging of speech 
over writing, but it also refers to the notion that 
words, ideas, and systems have fixed meanings 
rooted in the authorizing presence of some center 
or Ur-speaker. Derrida’s early work deconstructs 
these binaries between speech and writing, pre¬ 
sence and absence. Unlike Heidegger, Derrida 
draws on the structuralist linguistics of Ferdinand 
de Saussure, who posits that language is a system 
of differences. Hence, unhke thinkers in the 
hermeneutical tradition, Derrida can view Ian- 



314 problematology 


guage as a system, a structure that in some sense 
produces subjects. Logocentric thought privileges 
speech because when speech occurs a speaker is 
present to clarify, edit, and explain the meaning of 
the spoken words. Western thought favors speech 
over writing because the presence of the speaker 
insures the transference of the proper, unadulter¬ 
ated meaning of a speech. Whereas, writing and 
absence are open to the proliferation — or 
dissemination - of a word’s uncontrolled, 
polyvalent meanings. Although Derrida finds 
logocentrism even in Saussure, he uses the notion 
of language as system to focus on the erasure of 
presence, but for a poststructuralist like Derrida 
this system is never an immutable or monolithic 
one. 

In Derrida’s analysis, language cites past mean¬ 
ings and contexts, but in its citation, language also 
repeats and alters the past by relating old meanings 
to current situations; thus, language is itself a form 
of citation and iteration that is altered as it is 
spoken, changed as it recurs. This process is what 
Derrida refers to as the logic of the supplement. We 
cannot stand outside of language as self-present, 
Cartesian subjects because we are always already 
produced by language and re-producing language, 
always citing, iterating, and supplementing it. That 
is, as much as language constructs subjects, subjects 
continually alter and fragment language. Derrida 
goes on to explain that if language is a system that 
precedes the subject, then all communication is 
based on the citational, iterative structure of 
writing. For deconstruction, writing refers not 
merely to that which is written on a page but to 
any differential trace structure, and this structure, 
which erases the authorizing presence of the 
speaker, dwells in speech as well. 

As a supplement and trace structure, language is 
uncontrolled, de-authorized, and as Derrida ex¬ 
plains in his reading of Plato’s Phaedrus, language 
becomes the phartnakon; a Greek word that 
bears a double meaning as cure and poison. 
Therefore, language without an authorizing center 
contains an element of danger. In his reading of 
Plato, Derrida argues that the structure of language 
prohibits the possibihty of thinking back to the 
notion of an originating - or metaphysical — 
presence that might assure and verify meanings. 
Presence has become a concept under debate by 


scholars and critics in a wide variety of disciplines 
that includes, but is by no means limited to, 

deconstruction, feminism (see feminism and 
postmodernism), gender studies, hermeneu¬ 
tics, and structuralism. 

See also: Blanchot, Maurice; repetition 
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JAMES HANSEN 

problematology 

Problematology is an approach to philosophy that 
focuses on the constitution of problems or ques¬ 
tions rather than solutions or answers. The term 
seems to have been coined by the French 
philosopher Michel Meyer in his 1986 book De la 
problemato logic (perhaps in distant response to 
Jacques Derrida’s book De la grammatologie), 
although it refers to a long philosophical tradition. 
Philosophy is sometimes presented as an attempt to 
find solutions to perennial problems or answers to 
eternal questions. The notion of “problematology” 
however, implies that the true critique of philoso¬ 
phers must take place, not at the level of solutions 
or responses, but at the level of the problems or 
questions themselves. 

Socrates’s thought, for example, is guided by a 
single type of questioning that appears primarily in 
the form “What is... ?” In Plato’s dialogues, other 
forms of the question, such as “Who?” “Where?” 
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“When?” “In which case?” “How many?” “From 
what point of view?” and so on, are eriticized as 
being vulgar questions of opinion that express 
confused and inessential ways of thinking. From a 
problematological viewpoint, Plato’s concept of the 
Idea (and his notion of an essence) is a philosophi¬ 
cal theory that not so much “solves” the Socratic 
problem as it develops to its limit the necessary 
implications of the “What is... ?” question. 

But while it is relatively easy to define the true 
and the false in relation to solutions whose 
problems are already stated, it is much more 
difficult to say what the true and false consist of 
when they are applied direcdy to problems 
themselves. This is the primary issue faced by a 
problematological inquiry. Immanuel Kant was the 
first thinker to have made problems the direct 
object of his philosophy in this manner. The Critique 
of Pure Reason defines reason as the faculty of posing 
problems in general. In its natural state, however, 
reason lacks the means to distinguish between true 
and false problems, or between legitimate and 
illegitimate questions (for example, “Does the 
world have a beginning?”). The aim of the critical 
operation is to provide this means, since the posing 
of false problems leads reason to generate its own 
internal illusions. What Kant terms an Idea is, 
precisely, a “problem without solution.” The object 
of an Idea (such as the Soul, the World, or God) 
can neither be given nor known, since it lies outside 
of experience, and can only be represented in 
problematic form without being determined. The 
“Transcendental Dialectic,” in this sense, can be 
seen as the first great treatise on problematology. 

Much modem philosophy has continued this 
Kantian legacy. Henri Bergson, in The Creatwe 
Mind, offers a somewhat different critique of false 
problems, many of which, he argues, have their 
source in the notion of negation. The question “Why 
is there something rather than nothing?,” for 
instance, seems to imply that something is more 
than nothing, that something comes after nothing, 
whereas in fact, we start with the idea of 
something, and the idea of nothingness is produced 
afterwards by its simple negation. The question, 
then, poses a false problem. 

The work of two of the most influential 
twentieth-century philosophers belongs to the same 
tradition. Ludwig Wittgenstein proposed to dis¬ 


solve philosophy by showing that the problems it 
traditionally dealt with were illusory, and that it 
was often the grammar of language that led us to 
posit false problems. Martin Heidegger’s work was 
guided almost entirely by the question “What is 
Being?” (or more precisely “What is the difference 
between Being and beings?”), which led to his 
profound questioning of the nature of Western 
metaphysics. Heidegger’s work led directly to the 
“deconstructive” philosophy of Jacques Derrida, 
whose wTitings are devoted almost entirely to the 
tasks of problematizing or “putting in question.” 
The strong reaction provoked by his work is no 
doubt ascribable to this strategy, which seems to 
offer little in die way of “solutions.” 

The most developed theory of problematization 
is no doubt that of GiUes Deleuze. In Difference and 
Repetition, Deleuze makes use of mathematics and 
the theory of singularities to develop a model of 
what he calls a “problematic.” The conditions of a 
problem are determined by the nomadic distribution 
of singular points in a virtual space, in which each 
singularity is inseparable from a zone of objective 
indetermination (ordinary points). The solution 
appears only with the integral curves and the form 
they take in the neighborhood of vectors, which 
constitutes the beginning of the actualization of 
singularities (a singularity is analytically extended 
over a series of ordinary points until it reaches the 
neighborhood of another singularity). Many of 
Deleuze’s most famous concepts — event, singular¬ 
ity, multiplicity, rhizome, intensity, flux, and so on - 
serve to describe the nature of such a “proble¬ 
matic” field. 

Michel Foucault, in a late interview, followed 
Deleuze in describing his own project as a “history 
of problematizations.” His various books at¬ 
tempted to describe the conditions in which 
phenomena such as madness [Madness and Civiliza¬ 
tion), delinquency [Discipline and Punish), or sexual 
ethics [The History of Sexuality) came to be 
problematized in a particular manner in particular 
historical epochs, even if they received quite 
different solutions. In Of Problematology, Michel 
Meyer brings together a number of this post- 
Kantian traditions, arguing that linguistic proposi¬ 
tions are conditioned by an entire field of 
questions-problems that give these propositions 
meaning. Against the Cartesian project of finding 
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an unshakeable foundation for knowledge, Meyer 
makes use of methods of rhetoric and argumenta¬ 
tion to recover the original significance of meta¬ 
physics as the science of ultimate questions — what 
he calls an “interrogative rationality.” 
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DAN SMITH 

psychoanalytic movement 

From its origins in the work of Sigmund Freud 
(1856-1939), psychoanalysis overlaps the concep¬ 
tual worlds of modernism and postmodernism. 
Modernism, in its philosophical manifestations, can 
be associated with the quest for certainty, estab¬ 
lished through fixed interpretive frameworks con¬ 
sonant with empirical observation. By contrast, 
postmodern thought deliberately undermines the 
univocity and logocentrism of modernism to foster 


pluralistic, multi-dimensional, and open-ended 
perspectives. Both of these trends exist in a state 
of unresolved tension within Freud’s writings. Of 
course, many features in Freud’s work indicative of 
postmodern ideas and styles have emerged only 
through retrospective re-readings. This trend 
begins mainly with the psychoanalyst Jacques 
Lacan (1901-81) in the 1950s, and is furthered 
by a variety of explicitly postmodern thinkers such 
as Jacques Derrida (1930-) and Julia Kristeva 
(1941-) from the 1960s until the present. 

The classic modernist model of subjectivity 
formulated in Rene Descartes’s affirmation of 
himself as a thinking thing, is directly subverted 
by psychoanalysis from its inception. The decenter¬ 
ing of the totalized autonomous subject, whose 
actions are assumed to be self-transparent, is the 
most powerful blow psychoanalysis renders to the 
quest for certainty. Such decentering occurs on a 
variety of levels, and is based on a wide range of 
phenomena. From the observation of neurotic and 
hysterical symptoms, Freud discerned intrusions of 
past traumas and unresolved conflict in psychical 
and somatic functioning {Studies in Hysteria (1895)). 
Importantly, these intrusions were not understood 
along the lines of a breakdown of the psycho¬ 
somatic machine, as in most nineteenth-century 
psychology. The insight that neurotic symptoms 
were meaningful broke open the conscious sub¬ 
ject’s claim to control meaning and action; that is, 
“I am subject to forces I cannot control, and these 
are a result of my own experiences and conflicts.” 
Here, of course, is the initial basis for the 
postulation of an unconscious dimension to the 
mind, governed by its own forces and laws. This 
comes to be known as the primary process (because 
it exists prior to the formation of the conscious ego) 
as opposed to the secondary process system of 
rationality. Although Freud uses mechanistic mod¬ 
els and analogies, it is crucial that the source of 
symptoms cannot simply be repaired like a broken 
machine, but must be confronted and understood; 
hence, the origins of psychoanalysis in the famous 
“talking cure” emerging from the case of Anna O. 
This extends meaningful subjectivity beyond the 
ego in such a way as to compromise the latter’s 
integrity, so that the “wound” to the self-transpar¬ 
ent subject of Cartesiartism is profound. 

Freud perceives parallel phenomena in patholo- 



psychoanalytic movement 317 


gical and normal mental processes. From the 
observation of dreams, as well as slips of the 
tongue and other faulty acts (parapraxes), Freud 
extends the psychoanalytic understanding of un¬ 
conscious dynamisms from the production of 
symptoms to numerous phenomena of everyday 
life. Dreams are additionally important for illus¬ 
trating the multiplication of meanings in primary 
process discourse. Flowever, dreams are mean¬ 
ingful while their language is not that of the 
conscious ego; that is, they produce meanings that 
the ego does not intend or even understand. Why? 
Because an alien voice exists, difficult to decipher, 
speaking from within the depths of the ego’s being. 
Freud maps the language of dreams under the 
rubrics of condensation, displacement, secondary 
revision, and symbolism. It is particularly impor¬ 
tant for postmodernist trends that the unconscious 
is stractured like a language, but not the language 
of the secondary' process and the social world. In 
breaking open the monopoly of mundane dis¬ 
course, psychoanalysis’s elucidation of oneiric 
symbols and hieroglyphs exerted a profound 
influence on surrealism, with which Lacan was 
associated in the 1930s. 

Multiplications of meaning, and a correlative 
disruption of linear models of causality, also appear 
in the psychoanalytic notions of over-determina¬ 
tion and over-interpretation. These concepts take 
account of multiple factors conspiring to produce 
dreams (experiences, memories, conflicts, energies, 
and wishes), and of their multiple levels of mean¬ 
ing. Since it is impossible to trace the dream’s latent 
content back to a single source or meaning, 
subjective self-understanding is always in process. 
Additionally, the psychoanalytic method revealed 
that I require the assistance of an other (the analyst) 
to help me understand myself It is not only that 
the language of the unconscious is opaque, but that 
as ego, I am quite often emotionally blocked from 
being able to hsten and understand. The ego is the 
source of repression, resistance, and defence, and 
Freud becomes increasingly aware that these 
mechanisms occur unconsciously because the ego 
represses without knowing that it does so. There 
are splittings and ahenations within subjectivity. On 
the positive side, of course, the interplay between 
conscious and unconscious fostered by analysis can 
engender therapeutic self-understanding, but this 


can occur only when I have learned to listen to the 
inner other. 

As it displaces the fully autonomous subject, 
psychoanalysis also reveals a dynamic, differen¬ 
tiated model of subjectivity. Particularly important 
are the psychical functions associated with the 
agency of the super-ego (associated with con¬ 
science, morality, and guilt). Among other things, 
this signifies a culturally-constituted other within 
subjectivity, taking shape with the resolution of the 
Oedipus complex. Here, as Lacan emphasizes, the 
Oedipal model opens into issues of interpersonal 
dynamics conjoining desire and authority as 
formative of subjectivity. Again, there is a disquiet¬ 
ing dimension to these insights. Morahty is 
predicated on the internalization of cultural norms 
via parents, educators and other authorities. 
Hence, because of the fallible nature of these 
human mediators, moral prohibitions can be 
irrational, compulsive, and even destructive. The 
theory of the super-ego, in addition to compromis¬ 
ing idealist theories of ethics, represents a further 
breakdown of strict demarcations between inner 
and outer, self and other, psychology and culture. 
This produces what Derrida terms an economy of 
supplementarity. No original self exists before the 
encounter with personal and cultural others; the 
supplement co-produces the subject itself, and 
supplementarity is endless. 

What is particularly fascinating about Freud’s 
work is the way insights that disrupt totalizing 
models of subjectivity co-exist with tendencies 
toward explanatory closure. The philosophically 
modern components of psychoanalysis appear in 
tendencies to establish an explanatory bedrock 
when analyzing such diverse phenomena as 
symptoms, dreams, and cultural forms. Thus, 
Freud presents to us, in The Interpretation of Dreams 
(1900), a series of examples that illustrate the 
principle that, not only are dreams meaningful, but 
behind their surface content definite latent forces 
are consistently discernible. These forces take the 
form of unconscious impulses, mainly connected 
with wish-fulfiUment. Here the unmasking of 
surface meaning perpetrated by psychoanalysis is 
compromised by an insistence on a stable imder- 
lying referent. This orientation stands in an uneasy 
relation with Freud’s acknowledgment of over¬ 
determination. 
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Similar examples of explanatory closure appear 
in Freud’s cultural analyses. In the earliest of these, 
Totem and Taboo (1913), Freud seeks to explain the 
origins of culture, morality, and religion. Each of 
these phenomena poses a problem for the psycho¬ 
analytic postulate that “higher order” activities can 
be derived from more basic primary process drives. 
Freud’s explanation takes the form of the hypoth¬ 
esis of the “primal parricide,” a traumatic event in 
primeval times in which wishes were acted out. 
From this event stems the formation of symbols, 
rituals, and moral prohibitions as guilt-driven 
reactions. However, this text fails as literal 
explanation (as many commentators have noted). 
Like a dream, or myth, it breaks apart into multiple 
levels of meaning producing various insights into 
the psychological functions of language and 
symbols. 

On the individual level, parallel explanatory 
models appear. In the famous case history of the 
Wolf-Man (“From the History of an Infantile 
Neurosis” (1918)), the analysand’s witnessing of 
the “primal scene” emerges as the putative cause of 
his subsequent neurosis. Yet, Freud subverts his 
own literalistic postulation of the primal scene as 
observed event with a far more complex account. 
The point of origin turns out to be a construction 
requiring several retrospectively operative experi¬ 
ences, including dreams and fantasies as well as 
memories and observations. These insights subvert 
cause and effect explanations, linear views of 
temporality, and one-dimensional models of inter¬ 
pretation. 

It is this quality of attempting closure, yet 
simultaneously disrupting it, that gives Freud’s 
writings a particularly seminal status for postmo¬ 
dern psychoanalytic theory. The writings become 
places of discovery, where manifest and latent 
meanings, opposing lines of force, and multiple 
registers of signification play off each other and 
produce new perspectives and insights. In this way, 
the texts themselves reduplicate and illustrate the 
phenomena they discuss. 

Not surprisingly, as psychoanalysis becomes 
institutionalized, its innovative and subversive 
features are suppressed by standardization. Main¬ 
line schools of psychoanalysis build out of the 
“modernist” side of Freud’s work. The dominant 
trends become the pursuit of controlled explana¬ 


tion and the correlative creation of stable, socially 
adapted subjects based on the model of the “strong 
ego.” These schools also seek to systematize 
psychoanalytic theory and to gloss over contra¬ 
dictions and tensions in Freud’s writings. In 
analytic practice, the traditional analyst might offer 
definite explanations for dreams and symptoms, 
usually something to do with repressed sexuality, 
the Oedipus complex, or penis envy. Lacanian 
psychoanalysis counters such controlling tendencies 
with the model of the “death mask.” That is, the 
analyst offers a neutral field for the production and 
projection of the subject’s own unconscious 
discourse. Lacan refuses to cater to the ego’s 
demand for closure, control, and an authority that 
provides answers. Thus, the ego learns to engage 
repressed dimensions of subjectivity that cannot be 
pre-determined. The subject finds individual truth 
by encountering the inner other through the 
resources of discourse. 

Most postmodernist trends in psychoanalysis are 
direcdy or indirectly influenced by Lacan’s work. 
Under the rubric of a “return to Freud,” Lacan 
developed a style of re-reading that sees textual 
traditions as perpetually open and subject to 
revision. Informed by structuralist linguistics, the 
Hegelian dialectics of Alexandre Kojeve, and 
Heideggerian existential thinking, Lacan highlights 
de-centering and pluralizing processes as endemic 
to analysis. Rather than focus on the ego as center 
of subjectivity, Lacan associates the ego with what 
he terms the imaginary mode. It represents 
tendencies toward fixity and closure. Hence 
psychoanalysis, for Lacan, is not oriented toward 
strengthening the ego, which fosters narcissism, 
resistance, and conceptual closure. Rather, the task 
of psychoanalysis, both as theory and practice, is to 
de-center the ego’s grasp. Openness to the inner 
other is realized through attention to linguistic 
features that subvert literalism and one-dimension¬ 
ality. The quahties of overdetermined meaning and 
of holding conflicting perspectives in tension, that 
seem to emerge almost unintentionally in Freud’s 
writing, become quite deliberate in Lacan. Hence 
Lacan’s notoriously difficult writing utilizes puns, 
double entendre, and other stylistic strategies to 
communicate in ways that cannot be hteralized 
and fixed. Figures of speech such as metaphor and 
metonymy are seen to parallel the language of the 



psychoanalytic movement 319 


unconscious (such as condensation and displace¬ 
ment). Thus, Lacan uses these linguistic forms to 
imitate the discourse of the unconscious and to open 
subjectivity to repressed and unthought dimensions. 
The Lacanian subject is dynamically de-centered, 
exists in language, and is not localizable. It can be 
said to straddle the classical psychoanalytic agencies 
of ego, id, and super-ego, and in some ways occurs 
as the interplay between them. 

The interplay of inner and outer increasingly 
apparent to Freud is also brought to greater explicit 
articulation by Lacan. For example, the uncon¬ 
scious, and not just consciousness as the medium of 
reality-testing, is understood to be constituted by 
language and culture. Therefore, the unconscious 
is not simply an innate realm of blind drives or id, 
but is an expressive aspect of subjectivity (though 
alienated from the ego). This notion of unconscious 
discourse, as I have noted, was already evident in 
Freud’s analyses of dreams and symptoms. How¬ 
ever, the implications for a pluralized model of 
subjectivity irreducible to the ego, with a con¬ 
comitant expansion of discursive resources, were 
not explicitly formulated until Lacan. The Laca¬ 
nian subject is constituted in culture, or the 
Symbolic order (also called the Grande Autre). This 
means both that expressive resources transcend 
those controlled by the ego, but also that the 
subject is “spoken” by culture, and hence by 
ideology, at levels opaque to consciousness. These 
aspects of psychoanalytic cultural critique are 
further developed by theorists such as Louis 
Althusser, as well as by feminist psychoanalytic 
thinkers, such as Helene Gixous (1937—), Luce 
Irigaray (1934—), Julia Kristeva (1941-), Cathe¬ 
rine Clement, and Sarah Kofman. 

The psychoanalytic subversion of logocentrism 
becomes a resource for feminist concerns with the 
subversion of phallocentrism (the association 
leads to the conjoined term phaUogocentrism). 
Ironically, Freud’s work, while perpetuating many 
patriarchal and phaUocentric stereotypes and 
assumptions, becomes a resource for feminist 
psychoanalytic thinkers. In Speculum of the Other 
Woman (1985), Irigaray deconstructs, or simply 
demohshes, many of the egregious manifestations 
of sexism in Freud’s writing. For example, the 
subject of psychoanalysis is often assumed to be 
male, with the female occupying the role of 


“other.” Yet Irigaray’s own work appropriates 
psychoanalytic theoiy and method, using psycho¬ 
analytic tools to shake tlie master discourses of 
patriarchy. Lacan’s deliterahzations (for example of 
the Oedipus complex as entry into the symbolic, 
and the phallus as signifying cultural empower¬ 
ment), and his awareness of the cultural formation 
of subjectivity are also influential here. However, 
feminist thinkers go further in breaking open the 
covert implications of phaUocentric terms and 
models. The Oedipus complex, especiaUy on the 
literal level, remains formulated in androcentric 
terms. Even Lacan’s extension of the significance of 
Oedipal dynamics to express entry into the 
Symbolic order of culture, under the rubric of the 
Name-of-the-Father, perpetuates patriarchal modes 
of discourse. Irigaray questions this assumption of 
the normativity of the culturaUy conditioned male 
subject. She explores modes of discourse that 
disrupt the hegemony of patriarchal cultural forces 
in the formation of subjectivity. In doing so, she 
speaks not only to issues relevant to women, but to 
the general problem of ideological closure of 
symbolic systems. 

Postmodern feminist psychoanalysis extends the 
pioneering work of Melanie Klein, focusing on pre- 
oedipal, maternal relations. This contemporary 
work elucidates the signifying modes ofpre-symbolic 
dimensions of subjectivity and uses these to counter¬ 
act discursive closure in the dominant symbolic 
sphere. This is seen in Kristeva’s work, such as Powers 
of Horror (1982) and Black Sun (1989). Whether 
Kristeva is strictly classifiable as a feminist has been 
the subject of much debate; however, her work draws 
on the experiences of women to radicalize psycho¬ 
analytic ideas and models. Kristeva utilizes case 
histories, analyses of art and literature, and con¬ 
ceptual resources taken from linguistic and semiotic 
theory to explore the intersections between modes of 
subjectivity and modes of discourse. She develops a 
imique notion of the semiotic that refers to the 
expressive modes of the primary process. Experi¬ 
ences and emotions incommunicable in more rigid 
secondary process or symbolic discourse can gain 
expression through semiotic media. These might 
include gestures, tears, and intonation, but also 
artistic resources such as shading, texture, and 
rhythm. Attention to semiotic forms allows psycho¬ 
analysis to access a greater range of subjective 
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phenomena. This expansion of expressive modes 
also provides a critique of given social and symbolic 
orders. These offer constricted means for shaping 
and reflecting subjectivity, particularly of those who 
do not conform to dominant patterns. Thus, 
Kristeva’s psychoanalytic work can have a liberating 
potential for women living within patriarchal 
cultures, and for aU whose sense of self pressures 
the confines of representability in standardized 
forms. Such, indeed, is the overall effect of 
postmodern forms of psychoanalysis. 
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JAMES DIGENSO 

psychology 

Postmodernism has been a presence in psychology 
since the end of the 1980s. It became a topic for 


discussion at around the same time as deconstruc¬ 
tion and poststructuralism but the distinctions 
between these terms were not always well recog¬ 
nized in the discipline. The concept of postmo¬ 
dernism was initially taken up by theorists from 
social psychology and from social-constructionist 
wings of psychology (notably Ian Parker, Kenneth 
Gergen and John Shotter), by others interested in 
qualitative research in psychology and education, 
and by theorists of therapy. Those who initially 
embraced it were in the main enthusiastic and 
sometimes evangelical concerning postmoder¬ 
nism’s potential. It seemed that every rmdesirable 
aspect of psychology could be categorized as 
“modern” and disposed of 

During the 1990s however, critical thinkers 
throughout psychology - especially social psychol¬ 
ogy and developmental psychology - began to 
consider more carefully the extent to which 
postmodernism was consistent with or challenging 
to pre-existing critical frameworks such as marx¬ 
ism, feminism, critical theory, psychoanalysis and 
social-constructionism. Postmodem-style discourse 
was experimented with, especially at conferences, 
and postmodernist formulations were increasingly 
articulated in relation to the specific everyday 
realities of the classroom, the clinic, and so on. The 
novelty and shock value of postmodernism wore off 
slightly, enabling more moderate evaluations. Some 
of these issues attained greater clarity by the 
decade’s end, leading some previous enthusiasts 
for a postmodern psychology to retreat to more 
familiar positions. Others pressed ahead with 
somewhat more measured evaluations of the 
probable value of postmodernism for psychology 
in the twenty-first century. Many other psycholo¬ 
gists continued exactly as before, ignorant of 
postmodernism and its bedfellows, obeying the 
doggedly conformist practices satirized by Colum¬ 
bia’s John Broughton as a spirit of “whistle while 
you work.” It remains to be seen whether the 
diffusion of postmodernism within psychology' has 
shifted the modernist center of gravity of the 
discipline, or whether psychology has simply 
allowed its younger and noisier thinkers to 
domesticate this ahen presence. 

Postmodernism arrived rather late in the con¬ 
sciousness of psychologists, in comparison with its 
impact on cultural studies and women’s studies. 
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Indeed, it may be that the version of postmodern¬ 
ism that psychology rather suddenly came to know 
in the very late 1980s was already a slighdy 
compromised or at least a mediated version, a 
second-wave postmodernism derived from the 
commentators on the earlier waves. 

Those psychologists who were reading widely in 
the mid-1980s were reading Flax, Haraway or 
Hutcheon, Rorty or Toulmin, perhaps Jameson 
or even Eagleton, and hence coming across 
something called postmodernism. But this re¬ 
mained a peripheral interest until late in the 
decade. Groundbreaking critical work in psychol¬ 
ogy such as Henriques et al.’s Changing the Subject: 
Psychology, social regulation, and subjectivity of 1984 
discussed poststructuralism, Deleuze and Lacan 
but not postmodernism. Pioneering work as late as 
BUlig’s Arguing and Thinking: A Rhetorical Approach to 
Social Psychology, published in 1987, did not appeal 
to the term. By that year however, if not before, 
Kenneth Gergen at least was calling for a 
postmodern psychology and discerning its glim¬ 
merings in the new discursive turn in social 
psychology. Gergen could quite righdy point to 
his own anti-positivist work of well over a decade, 
with its historicizing, relativizing and anti-founda- 
tionalist characteristics, as an adumbration of such 
a psychology. John Shotter, with whom Gergen co¬ 
edited Texts of Identity in 1988, could point with even 
greater precision to his writings on Vico and 
Wittgenstein as rhetoricians of psychology, as 
manifesting postmodernism in psychology avant la 
lettre. 

Both Gergen and Shotter welcomed postmo¬ 
dernism as an articulation of many long-standing 
convictions. They recognized its rigorous anti- 
foundationalism, its liberating elevation of discur¬ 
sive processes, its celebration of the quotidian, its 
prefiguring of a poetic worldview for the psychol¬ 
ogy of the future. They did not connect it up so 
much with continental theory, with its concerns for 
the dark side of the power-knowledge-desire 
matrix, as with an altogether sunnier Anglo- 
American tradition of pragmatism and the con¬ 
versational voice. Among a younger generation, 
Ian Parker, realist critical psychologist and radical 
from the UK, was certainly one of the first to 
recognize the complex significances of postmo¬ 
dernism for social psychology, and to examine its 


interconnections with poststructuralism (initially in 
his doctoral research in the early 1980s). In his 
deliberately tided The Crisis in Modern Social 
Psychology — And How To End It, published in 1989, 
Parker treated postmodernity as a cultural-histor¬ 
ical shift, which any valid social psychology would 
have to recognize and respond to, thereby 
abandoning its modern forms. Discourse textual 
analysis, of certain kinds - with its loosening of the 
shackles of true interpretation - would indeed 
constitute an important component of such a 
radically new social psychology. Significantly, 
Parker advised caution even in 1989, observing 
that both progressive and reactionary aspects of 
postmodernism would need not only attention but 
also vigilance. 

Caution was not a universally popular sentiment 
in 1989 however where postmodernism was 
discussed by psychologists. During that year, 
Steinar Kvale co-hosted a conference on psychol¬ 
ogy and postmodernity at Aarhus, Denmark. The 
contributions, including those of Kenneth Gergen, 
Mary Gergen and Lars Lovhe were published in 
1990 as a special issue of The Humanistic Psyckobgst. 
This version became something of a founding 
document, replete as it was with glorious and 
profuse typographical misprisions which somehow 
fitted the breathless enthusiasm of those times. 
Proofreading, it was somehow implied, belonged 
with the dinosaurs of modernism. Postmodernism 
was here and now, it was what every non-brain- 
dead psychologist was talking about. What if 
psychology were a Uttie slow in catching this train? 
If we could not seize the day, at least we could get a 
grip on the afternoon. 

The Kvale collection in fact well represented the 
strands of postmodern psychology as they were 
increasingly to emerge in the 1990s. Social 
psychology was now only one of several domains 
to which postmodern ideas were being applied. 
Shotter read postmodernism in terms of rhetoric 
and accounting in language use, with reference to 
Wittgenstein and others. Kenneth Gergen de¬ 
scribed the emerging possibilities for creative and 
boundary-transgressing articulations of new intel- 
ligibihties; “the challenge for the postmodern 
psychologist is to ‘tell it as it may become.’” Kvale 
himself, like them, described orthodox psychology 
as modernist, “a child of modernity.” Paul Richer 
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described, angrily, a Foucault-Deleuze emancipa¬ 
tory mix as deconstruction as postmodernism. He 
did at least notice that postmodernism was hostile 
to humanism, a point resisted by many psycholo¬ 
gists before and since. Patti Lather summarized the 
post-foundationalism of postmodernism and its 
post-subject implications (incidentally. Lather’s 
triumphant Fulbright tour of New Zealand in 
1989 exemplifies the personal nature of the 
postmodern impact in psychology). Neil Young 
waxed nostalgic concerning the role of “ancient 
values” in constructing “authentic relationships 
and realities,” demonstrating the tenacity of 
humanism in the postmodern psychologist. Mary 
Gergen, feminist psychologist, broke the mould 
most strikingly witli a playscript, hitting a thousand 
buttons from psychoanalysis to Pynchon (with 
psychology presumably located uncomfortably in 
between, as in this encyclopedia), Lars Lovlie 
considered the self and its development; no longer 
Bildung, development must now be thought of “in 
terms of hesitations, reservations, and displace¬ 
ments; of disappointments, discontinuities and 
reversals.” Even the most anarchic of postmoder¬ 
nist developmental psychologists might be said to 
have failed to live up to that programme. Peter 
Madsen gave a marxist mis-reading of postmo¬ 
dernism in psychology; not the last. 

During the 1990s then, psychology’s fragmented 
response to postmodernism generated fragmented 
postmodern psychologies. In social psychology, 
adventurous critical thinkers like Ian Parker in 
the UK explored the opportunities offered by 
postmodernism as they sought more radical 
alternatives to orthodoxy than had been discovered 
by the humanist anti-experimentalists in the 1970s 
and 1980s. Discourse analysis, the effort to find 
multiple (if not equally valenced) messages in text, 
seemed compatible with postmodernism; and a 
psychoanalyticaUy-flavored version of postmodern¬ 
ism enabled some exciting presentations on 
cultural texts and practices such as body-piercing 
and Total Recall. By decade’s end, however, Parker 
had decided that on balance, the costs of the 
playfulness released by postmodernism outweighed 
the benefits of its iconoclasm. Other social 
psychologists, such as Rex Stainton Rogers and 
Wendy Stainton Rogers went further with the 
postmodern style in their collectively authored (as 


“Beryl Curt,” a kind of deconstructed Cyril Burt) 
Textuality and Tectonics, where style as weU as content 
finally succumbed to postmodernist subversion; 
others retreated further than Parker into post- 
marxist critique. In developmental psychology, it 
was the Stainton Rogers again who had pushed 
back the boundaries in Stories of Childhood: Shifting 
Agendas of Child Concern in which postmodernism 
was interpreted in terms of “a climate of 
perturbation.” Disturbing implications for child¬ 
hood policy questions were boldly faced by the 
Stainton Rogers. Also in the UK, Erica Burman 
cautiously explored the paradoxical implications of 
postmodernism for an understanding of cultural 
images of childhood such as those employed in 
charity appeals and other advertising campaigns. 
Burman among others noticed the resonances of 
the postmodern style with the much earlier anti- 
Enlightenment writings of Benjamin, Adorno and 
so on. Valerie Walkerdine and others emphasized 
that the whole notion of developmental change 
would be undermined if postmodern claims were 
taken seriously, and the term “postdevelopmental 
psychology” was coined in an obscure book review 
by the author of this article. 

Much of this postmodern psychology flourished 
in Great Britain and in parts of continental Europe. 
In the USA, critical or radical psychology largely 
steered clear of the more challenging aspects of 
postmodernism, preferring various combinations of 
liberal humanism, emancipatory leftism and inter¬ 
pretive approaches, and preferring the later 
Frankfurt School to the earher. Postmodernism 
survived in the social-constructionist sense of 
Gergen (arguably stiU a humanist position), in the 
social-therapeutic writings of Fred Newman and 
Lois Holzman, who enlisted Wittgenstein and 
Vygotsky to the postmodernist banner, and in the 
more theoretical writings of narrative and systemic 
therapy (the former emerging from Australasia). 
Gergen presented a postmodernism of fragmenta¬ 
tion and of overload, while insisting that ethical 
questions and questions of human relationships get 
more significant rather than less in a postmodern 
world (in books such as The Saturated Self and the 
more recent Realities and Relationships). Shotter, 
relocated from the UK to the USA, continued to 
explore language-based communication and to 
understand it in an increasingly formdation-less 
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landscape and also, like Gergen, looked with 
increasing interest at therapeutic applications and 
illuminations. Newman and Holzman (in books 
such as The End of Knowing discussed performance- 
based approaches to therapy and to education that 
celebrated the peculiar freedoms generated by the 
postmodern spirit. Educationist writers, especially 
those from a psychology background, remained 
generally wary of exploring the uncertain land¬ 
scapes postmodernism seemed to suggest. 

The advent of postmodernism happened per¬ 
haps most triumphantly in the area of therapy, 
where the narrative therapy movement (allied with 
later systemic and social-constructionist styles in 
family therapy) endorsed postmodernism as a 
covering term for its worldview, even if it remained 
distincdy humanist in many respects. It was to be 
students of counseling who, in the later 1990s, 
would be exposed most didactically to postmo¬ 
dernism as the new overarching philosophy or 
paradigm. Radical constructivist ideas and the 
subtle arguments of Maturana might have pre¬ 
pared the way in some respects (by breaking up a 
naively realist account) but the hegemony obtained 
by a version of postmodernism was striking. This 
aspect of the uptake of postmodernism in therapy 
theory well illustrates a general conundrum in 
postmodern psychology: is intellectual rigor a 
modernist relic, or are there genuine problems 
thrown up by the easy postmodernization of 
subsections of the discipline? It is not yet clear 
whether it would be a kind of intellectual fascism to 
demand an understanding of structurahsm and 
poststructuralism, at least, before the foreclosure on 
an easy-going pluralism that is sometimes to be 
observed under the name of postmodernism. After 
aU, postmodernism’s famed disdain for the grand 
narrative should surely at least raise questions 
about narratives of any scale (great oaks from little 
acorns grow), and a thousand stories might not 
always be better than one. New-age intuitivism and 
irrationalism might converge with postmodernism, 
but also might not. That said, the more extended 
considerations of postmodernism in therapy (such 
as Harlene Anderson’s Conversation, Language, and 
Possibilities of 1997) clearly indicate the seriousness 
of the uptake. A much broader analysis of the 
historical relationships between postmodernism. 


modernism and madness is offered by Louis Sass 
in Paradox of Delusion. 

So what have psychologists actually imderstood 
by postmodernism? The label has come to be 
understood fairly widely as referring to a scepticism 
about claims to certainty, claims to scientific status, 
and claims to superiority in method in the 
discipline. It is widely associated with the notion 
of relativism, and often in that sense glossed by its 
detractors in the discipline as “anything goes.” The 
accusation is often made that a postmodernist 
account would neglect the differences consequen¬ 
tial on different explanatory positions, thus dis¬ 
qualifying the stance on intellectual as well as on 
moral grounds. Given the general ignorance 
among psychologists concerning objectivity and 
subjectivity in psychology, postmodernism is often 
taken to refer to unbridled subjectivity (whatever 
that might be). Indeed, the most common effect of 
postmodernism in psychology has probably been 
for its incorporation into an interpretivist frame¬ 
work (and for interpretive psychologists to be 
labeled or to label themselves as postmodernists): 
again, a kind of pluralism. Hermeneutic and 
interpretive psychologies stand in serious need of 
distinguishing themselves from what might consti¬ 
tute the postmodern; a psychology that declares or 
presupposes the interpretive process to be intrinsic 
to human experience or human discourse would 
seem to have become a foundational one. Indeed 
there does seem to be a strong, perhaps intrinsic 
drive within psychology to define shared human 
values (whether biological or social), and even 
those psychologists critical of such attempts have 
seemed constrained by a desire to retain credibility 
within the discipline. Perhaps, as Steinar Kvale 
asked a decade ago, a postmodern psychology is a 
contradiction in terms; perhaps on the other hand 
it is inevitable as the tides of cultural history sweep 
around the discipline. Or perhaps psychology is 
uniquely placed as an arena in which the possibly 
endless batdes between control and license will take 
place, with the human subject at stake. 
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Pynchon, Thomas 

b. 8 May 1937, Glen Cove, New York, 
USA 

Writer 

Mainly on the strength of his encyclopedic novel 
Gravity’s Rainbow (1973), which has assumed a 
mythical status comparable to that of Moby Dick, 
Thomas Pynchon has become the central icon of 
postmodernism in American literature. An extra¬ 
vagant example of historical fiction, in which the 
American Lieutenant Tyrone Slothrop roams 
Europe at the end of the Second World War in 
search of the connection between his own erections 
and the V-2 rockets, Gravity’s Rainbow continuously 
flouts literary conventions such as plot, character, 
and theme, in favor of parody, pastiche, multiple 
narrative voices and a sometimes opaque but 
always impressive diction. Elaborating on an effect 
aheady achieved with The Crying of Lot 49 (1966), 
whose Californian housewife, Oedipa Maas, has to 
sort out the legacy of an ex-boyfriend but instead 
seems to develop paranoia, Pynchon makes sure 
the reader of Gravity’s Rainbow invariably wavers 
between the sense of a global explanation and a 
feeling of chaos. Long considered one of Pynchon’s 
trademarks, the mixture of the two cultures (as in 
C.P. Snow) holds the promise of a totalizing view, 
but motifs wander off in so many direetions that the 


book necessarily intimidates, very often to the point 
of exhaustion. By the end of the novel, the reader is 
left to find a balance between stilling a hunger for 
overall meaning and “anti-paranoia, where noth¬ 
ing is connected to anything, a condition not many 
of us can bear for long.” 

Pynchon himself offers “creative paranoia,” the 
unrelenting development of sophisticated yet 
partial links, as a tentative solution to this problem, 
but many critics have been cautious to avoid 
closure of the reading experience by promoting this 
concept (see closure of the book), and instead 
they insist on the text’s aporias (see aporia). The 
reader’s induced wavering, together with playful 
counterfactuality and radical intertextuality in 
all its forms, constitute the basis for Gravity’s 
Rainbow’s association with postmodernism. 

Toward the end of the 1980s, both Linda 
Hutcheon and Brian McHale firmly entrenched 
Pynchon’s iconicity in their respective treatments of 
postmodernist fiction. Whereas Hutcheon seems to 
push her notion of parody to the brink of 
irrelevance when applying it to Pynchon’s novel, 
McHale provides useful discussions of the distinc¬ 
tions between modernism and postmodernism as 
they can be derived from or projected on the 
literary text. 

Pynchon is also the author of V. (1963), a novel 
about the search for its elusive title character; Slow 
learner (1984), a collection of early stories; Vineland 
(1990), a novel about the 1960s set in the 1980s, 
which was judged with reference to Gravity’s 
Rainbow and therefore described as “attenuated” 
postmodernism; and Mason and Dixon (1997), 
another historical extravaganza, about the two 
surveyors who drew the line to which they gave 
their name. 
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LUC HERMAN 




Quasi-transcendental 

Quasi-transcendental as in a certain sense or 
seemingly transcendental. Quasi-transcendental 
knowledge is transcendental to the degree that it 
seems so, but it is not so absolutely. Representation 
is quasi-transcendental because all knowledge 
begins with experience and experience is always 
mediated, hence we either never know or never 
know that we know the in-itself. We only know the 
for-itself. But this does not mean that we know 
nothing. This does not mean that the phenomenal 
world is a pale copy of the noumenal realm, that 
knowledge is all illusory. Ratlier, this means that 
there is a substratum to our knowledge, or else we 
could not know phenomena, and so something 
which is not a thing, something other is always 
under erasure while being at the same time the 
eondition of possibihty for reflection and reflex- 
ivity; there is always the tain to a mirror without 
which the mirror cannot mirror, because of which 
the mirror only mirrors. 

This alterity that accompanies everywhere the 
for-itself knowledge of the real is the prophylactic 
to an absolutist notion of knowledge. Its negativity 
allows the positivity of knowledge by constandy 
demanding a repositioning of what is posited in 
light of what is not posited, in light of the other. 
Hence a quasi-transcendental knowledge is a 
knowledge that seems absolute because it includes 
what it does not say, and what it does not say is 
what precludes it from being absolute. And thus, aU 
knowledge is verily quasi or seemingly or in a 


certain sense transcendental, a real representation 
of the in-itself 

NOELLE VAHANIAN 

queer theory 

Queer theory is a term that emerged in the late 
1 980s for a body of criticism on issues of gender, 
sexuahty, and subjectivity that came out of gay 
and lesbian scholarship in such fields as hterary 
criticism, politics, sociology', and history. Queer 
theory rejects essentialism in favor of social 
construction; it breaks down binary oppositions 
such as “gay” or “straight”; while it follows those 
postmodernists who declared the death of the self, 
it simultaneously attempts to rehabUitate a sub¬ 
jectivity that allows for sexual and political agency. 
Some of the most significant authors associated 
with queer theory include Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, 
Judith Butier, Michael Warner, and Wayne Koes- 
tenbaum. 

Just as gender studies with its anti-essentialist 
bias grew out of a more essentiahst women’s 
studies, queer theory developed out of gay and 
lesbian studies. The more gay and lesbian studies 
found out about same-sex desire in various cultures 
and eras, the more nebulous the very categories of 
“gay” and “lesbian” became. As historians estab¬ 
lished a taxonomy of same-sex desire, differentiat¬ 
ing between ancient Greek pederasty and medieval 
sodomy and distinguishing early modern “mollies,” 
“hbertines,” and “rakes” from nineteenth-century 
“inverts,” “urnings,” and “homosexuals,” as they 



queer theory 327 


tried to establish boundaries between romantic 
friendship among women and lesbian love, sim¬ 
plistic categories like “gay,” “lesbian,” and 
“straight” began to disintegrate. Even in contem¬ 
porary society, long unwieldly lists that begin, “gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, transgendered,” and end with 
what Buder calls the exasperated and embarrassed 
“etc.” have given way to “queer” as a term for 
non-normative, non-heterosexual desire. Queer 
theory began as a way to avoid the increasingly 
implausible essentialist categories of “gay” and 
“straight.” 

The increased stress on the vocabulary of sex 
and the linguistic nature of sexuality has allowed 
scholars to apply the lessons of such language- 
oriented philosophers as Jacques Derrida to their 
investigations. In so doing, queer theorists have 
begun to break down not only the category of 
“gay,” but also the distinction between “gay” and 
“straight,” “non-normative” and “normative.” 
Rather than distinguishing various types of homo¬ 
sexual from various types of heterosexual, queer 
theory looks for the homosexual within the 
heterosexual and vice versa. 

Queer theory' thus wants to know how such 
icons of 1950s heterosexuality as Marilyn Monroe 
and James Dean can become important markers of 
gay male discourse in the 1990s. Conversely, it 
wants to know how a sexually ambiguous (and 
sometimes explicitly homosexual) popular music 
culture can tap so successfully into the psychic 
needs of presumably straight adolescents the world 
over. Instead of focussing on who is “really” gay 
and who is not, queer theory tends to find gay and 
straight strands of thinking in everyone and every 
text. 

Like Roland Barthes, queer theory has ac¬ 
cepted the death of the author, insofar as the 
author represents dominant paradigms of sexuality. 
It has no problems reading a presumably straight 
author against the grain. But, at the same time, it 
has rediscovered a kind of provisional, historically 
contingent self by revitalizing interest in queer 
writers, artists, and other figures in history. Thus, 
even though Michel Foucault exploded the 
category of “author,” queer theorists happily 
investigate the connections between queer authors 
and their writings, all the while considering their 
work Foucauldian. 


Perhaps more important even than the redis¬ 
covery of the author is queer theory’s renewed 
emphasis on the reader. Queer theory’s willingness 
to read against the grain of some authors has given 
readers and critics new privileges. Wayne Koes- 
tenbaum is a typical, if virtuosic, interpreter of texts 
ranging from English Romantic poets, through 
nineteenth-century opera, to Jacqueline Kennedy 
Onassis; his work demonstrates the fruitful pro¬ 
ductivity of a reader set free to appropriate texts 
and endow them with queer meaning. 

The readiness of queer theorists to accept a 
stronger notion of the self than many other 
modernists and postmodernists has to do with 
their interest in political action. Coming out of a 
tradition of activism made famous by such AIDS- 
and gay-oriented pohtical groups as ACT-UP and 
Queer Nation, queer theorists like Michael War¬ 
ner, the title of whose anthology, Fear of a Queer 
Planet, borrows from an African-American rap 
group with a similarly radical edge, general hope to 
escape the aridity of the academic world of theory. 
Queer theorists strive to play the role of the public 
intellectual, writing both for an academic audience 
and a wider (queer) public. 

The criticisms levelled against queer theory 
concentrate on its origins in the American middle 
class. Despite the efforts of politically minded queer 
theorists like Warner, many queer analyses stop 
before taking on class issues, for which reason 
scholars working from Marxist and Frankfurt 
School traditions take them to task. The interest of 
queer theory in popular culture and its evident 
delight in the consumer world of the West strikes 
some sterner readers as hedonistic and decadent. 
Appropriative readings like Koestenbaum’s seem to 
drip with privilege. In addition, the linguistic savvy 
of queer theory seems undercut by its own reliance 
on terminology from colloquial American English. 
The claim that a discourse comprising words like 
“queer,” “the closet,” “outing,” “tops” and 
“bottoms” could shed hght on texts from all over 
the world might strike some as imperialistic. 

Despite these critiques, however, queer theory 
has reinvigorated many branches of academic 
investigation. It has brought renewed interest to 
questions of the self and subjectivity, shed light on 
many aspects of sexuality, and opened new vistas 
on many texts. 
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Ransmayr, Christoph 

b. 20 March 1954, Weis/Oberosterreich, 
Austria 

Writer 

The aesthetic, historical, philosophical, and poh- 
tical crises of a postmodern age are exquisitely 
rendered and further exacerbated in Christoph 
Ransmayr’s novels. His works are deeply post¬ 
modern, with his early days as a student of 
philosophy at the University' of Vienna, where he 
studied the social and aesthetic theories of the 
Frankfurt School, serving as the rich intellectual 
mise en scene of his hterary style. 

WTiile his first novel Die Schrecken des Eises und der 
Finsternis (Terrors of Ice and Darkness) combines 
the historical record of the Imperial Austro- 
Hungarian North Pole Expedition of 1872^ with 
the obscure fictional life of a would-be (post)mo- 
dern day explorer Josef Mazzini, the text moves 
beyond a simple postmodern intertwining of the 
historical and fictional. Ransmayr raises a number 
of troubling theoretical issues relating to the 
relationship of the past to the present, fact to 
fiction, history to mythology. The sometimes 
excruciating detail made available through the 
use of the ship’s logs, photographs, letters, and 
diaries make the voyage of the Admiral Tegetthqff and 
its crew oddly amorphous. The novel, saturated 
with facts, ironically yields a disturbing hermeneu¬ 
tics of interpretation, within the events onboard a 
ship frozen in ice, Josef Mazzini’s fatal re-enact¬ 
ment, and the musings of the narrator. 

Die letzte Welt (The Last World: A Novel with an 


Ovidian Repertory] engages more directly the 
conflict between history and mythology. Rans¬ 
mayr’s protagonist. Cotta, is in search of the exiled 
poet Naso (Ovid). The novel brings the Roman 
Empire into the present as a deconstruction of 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses. The characters that populate 
the island of Tomi are re-creations out of Ovid’s 
epic poem, with each one transforming into his or 
her corresponding mythological character at the 
end of the novel. Unlike Terrors of Ice and Darkness, 
The Last World makes a turn toward the political, 
with Naso becoming the father of a revolution he 
had never intended. Cotta’s journey becomes an 
anti-journey in which language, reality, and 
representation ultimately fail, leaving him bereft 
of meaning beyond the self-referential. 

Morbus Kithara (The Dog King), winner of the 
Aristeon Prize, while it retreats from the post¬ 
modern style of the earlier works, is no less 
profound in presenting a series of theoretical issues. 
Ransmayr does not write from themes as much as 
he writes around the inner connecting problems of 
order, necessity, absurdity, and power in a post¬ 
modern age. Major Elliot’s pageant of guUt, for 
instance, in which the inhabitants of a postwar 
town. Moor, must celebrate the oppressive peace of 
SteUamour and re-enact, using the photographic 
record, the atrocities committed by “them” at a 
nearby quarry. Ransmayr’s vision in the novel 
closely matches that offered in The Last World in 
which power and language form a volatile alliance, 
erasing and inscribing a series of paradoxically 
arranged orders. 

Christoph Ransmayr’s novels draw together the 
literary and the philosophical in creative and 
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complex ways with neither plateau entirely over¬ 
shadowing the other. As a postmodern novelist, 
Ransmayr brings in to dialogue and conflict 
perspectives on the order of things. 

Further reading 

Ransmayr, Christoph (1988) The Last World: A JVovel 
with an Ovidian Repertory, trans. John E. Woods, 
New York Grove Press. 
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VICTOR E. TAYLOR 

Raschke, Carl A. 

b. 11 September 1944, New York, USA 

Philosopher of religion 

Since the appearance of “Meaning and Saying in 
Religion: Beyond Language Games” in 1974, Carl 
A. Raschke’s work has sought to expose a 
conceptual tangle in modernity’s approach to 
language, religion, and the body. Raschke has 
consistently argued that the exposure of this tangle 
serves an important critical function because it 
enhances awareness of those limits of reason that 
modem thought has habitually ignored. In addi¬ 
tion to this critical fimction, Raschke’s most 
important works have sought to show how a 
fundamental ontology of this conceptual tangle can 
also serve a performative function. It is this second 
step in Raschke’s work that, with justification, can 
be called postmodern. 

In “Meaning and Saying in Religion: Beyond 
Language Games,” Raschke argues that the failure 
of Anglo-American philosophy to adequately 
accoimt for religious language reveals a deeper 
failure to account for the process of meaning- 
formation at the heart of language itself. According 
to Raschke, utterances become religious in in¬ 
stances when they are no longer fuUy comprehen¬ 
sible as moves in any defined language game, and 
instead are fragments in a signifying process that 
produces and reproduces “various rationales for 


knowledge and action,” the bounding rules that 
announce and distinguish between language 
games. 

The semantic process outlined in “Meaning and 
Saying” is analyzed in more detail in Alchemy of the 
Word (1979), the book that marked Raschke as one 
of the first American scholars to grapple with the 
imphcations of Jacques Derrida’s “deconstruction.” 
For Raschke, Derrida’s readings of philosophical 
texts demonstrate that attempts to ground the 
meaning of statements in networks of signs, 
structures of experience, or patterns of “use” 
assume the existence of an immediate presence to 
which these signs, structures, and patterns ulti¬ 
mately refer (1979: 30). Raschke argues that 
deconstruction, like religious language, opens 
language to those productive processes that are 
obscured by an imdue emphasis on the referential 
use of language. 

On the other hand, Raschke insists that “the 
goal of deconstruction is to transcend the very 
necessity of deconstruction itself” Raschke criti¬ 
cizes the advocates of deoonstruetion for emphasiz¬ 
ing the critical aspect of deconstruction at the 
expense of what he calls its eschatological or 
revelatory aspect. In “The Deconstruction of God” 
(1982: 3), Raschke declares that if “deconstruction 
is the death of God put into writing,” and if the 
death of God is understood as the displacement of 
power from the transcendent to the immanent, 
then deconstruction signals the emptying of the 
power granted to reason through its linkage to 
transcendence, whose privileged sign is the 
“sacred” head (the caput sanctum), into the muddy 
multiplicity of signs that modern rationality has 
identified with the sign of the body. 

Raschke’s latest philosophical work. Fire and 
Roses: Postmodernity and the Thought of the Body, extends 
this argument even further. The book ends with a 
discussion of the body transfigurative, which 
promises to reconcile erotic and tragic discourses 
through the thought of the Word made flesh, of a 
reconceptualization of bodily “beauty” as a 
dynamic, excessive self-signifying sensuality (1996: 
180). It is difficult to know whether such a project 
can ever be realized. But its very imagining testifies 
to the continuing relevance of Raschke’s trenchant 
inquiry into language, religion, and the body. 
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Rauschenberg, Robert 

b. 22 October 1925, Port Arthur, Texas, 
USA 

Artist 

Since his first exhibition in 1951, Robert 
Rauschenberg has positioned himself on the very 
edge of modernism as he redefined painterly genres 
and artistic media. In fact, he found traditional 
medium nominations so inadequate to describe his 
most important medium innovation that he coined 
a new term, combine painting. These “paintings” 
conjoin common three-dimensional objects, like 
chairs, mattresses, clocks and stuffed goats with 
painterly materials, such as canvas, wood panels, 
and paint; in effect, Rauschenberg stretched the 
notion of the medium “painting” to include a 
sculptural element. While cubist collage first 
explored the thickness of painterly surfaces like 
cloth and paper, Rauschenberg happily appended 
large found objects, like those introduced into art 
by Marcel Duchamp. Such cross-medium acts 
challenged the medium purity prescribed by the 
highly influential modernist critic Clement Green¬ 
berg and cleared the field of painting to make way 


for the specific objects of the minimalist artists who 
followed him. 

In 1951, the exhibition of Rauschenberg’s White 
Paintings established him as an enfant terrible in the 
New York art world. Despite the fact that these 
paintings exhibited the abstraction favored in New 
York at the time, Rauschenberg’s white panels 
shocked and offended. Their pristine whiteness 
appeared ironic and the fact that the surfaces did 
nothing more than reflect the gallery space did 
litde to recommend them to the very serious 
abstract expressionists or their champions in the 
critical arena, Greenberg among them. But 
Rauschenberg’s paintings were not intended to 
express anything. Instead, they sat passive and 
mute against the wall, responding to their 
surroundings. Because of their passivity, they are 
perpetually invaded and determined by their 
context. Their reflective quality establishes them 
as the first of his works which he describes as 
working in the gap between art and life. 

The combine paintings of the mid to late 1950s 
also shocked and offended, as much as they 
puzzled viewers. Works like Monogram, which 
proudly displays a stuffed goat, or Bed, which is, 
literally, a bed, appear even more ironic than the 
White Paintings. In Bed, Rauschenberg has 
splashed paint across his own mattress and quUt 
and upended it against a wall. The traces of 
horizontality evident in the vertically displaced Bed 
again recall the all-over paintings of Jackson 
Pollock, the abstract expressionist par-excellence 
and quintessential American modernist painter, 
who tacked his canvas to the floor and dripped 
paint on it before he stretched the canvas on a 
frame and hung it on a wall. Rauschenberg’s 
Monogram also flaunts its original horizontal 
orientation by standing its controversial stuffed 
goat on a paint-splattered panel, encrusted with a 
rubber shoe heel and displayed on the floor like a 
sculpture. Such imapologeticaUy horizontal orien¬ 
tations led critics to credit Rauschenberg and the 
painter Jasper Johns with ushering in a new type of 
picture plane, one no longer corresponding to a 
window on the world, but which instead acts as a 
surface upon which the artifacts of culture collect. 
Leo Steinberg dubbed it the “flatbed picture 
plane” and was one of the first to hail the advent 
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of a postmodern art dedicated to the representation 
of culture rather than nature. 

Because of their incorporation of the figurative 
and textual scraps of mid-twentieth century Amer¬ 
ican culture, the combine paintings and concurrent 
collages have typically been described in terms of 
meaning, sometimes being interpreted as elaborate 
allegories. While some of the works do suggest a 
sentence-like structure, arranged in a series from 
left to right, attempts to read eoherent meanings 
into them often fail to account for the complexities 
of the images chosen and the multivalent spatial 
relationships between the images. 

After Rauschenberg’s triumphant victory at the 
1964 Venice Bieimale, he devoted an increasing 
amount of his attention to performance work. 
While this aspect of his work was completely at 
odds with modernist painting according to Green¬ 
berg, it was imphed in such early experiential works 
as the White Paintings and the combine paintings 
with their predilection for clocks and other 
temporally active objects. Rauschenberg’s interest 
in time and space was encouraged through his 
friendship and many collaborations with John 
Cage, the composer, and Merce Cunningham, 
the choreographer. These friendships were impor¬ 
tant for Rauschenberg, who found very little 
encouragement within the tight circle of abstract 
expressionist painters. Both Cage and Cunning¬ 
ham, who were unconcerned with the purity of the 
painted medium, encouraged Rauschenberg’s spa¬ 
tial and temporal experiments within the realm of 
painting, experiments which would have been 
considered misdirected, at best, in a medium 
devoted to exploring the two dimensions of height 
and width, but never depth or time. 

Rauschenberg’s continuing interest in technol¬ 
ogy and his collaborative spirit fueled his attempts 
to create a better future for all through the 
combined efforts of art and science. These dreams 
took shape in a series of performances titled Nine 
Evenings in 1966 and his later self-financed world 
travels under the Rauschenberg Overseas Cultural 
Interchange, through which he tries to promote 
cultural understanding through art. His highly 
political nature and insistent transgression of the 
traditional limits of the painting medium make him 
one of the models for the postmodern American 
artist. 
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EILEEN DOYLE 

referent 

A referent is the subjeet or object linguistically 
designated by a signifier (sound-concept) and which 
constitutes the sign; postmodernism often enacts a 
critique of referentiahty (the way that language 
operates and meaning is constructed) by demon¬ 
strating that the referent and referentiality are 
ideologically constructed, and, therefore, are not 
natural. The referent usually designates a physical 
object (such as a “chair”) or an abstract concept 
(an idea or subject such as “love”) that is part and 
parcel of a particular language system (see sign; 
signifier; signified). Often the referent is the 
subject or the noun of a sentence; the object or 
concept under discussion. 

In short, a signifier (or sound-concept) invokes a 
signified (a concept or object); collectively the 
signifier and the signified form the sign or the 
referent, which is implicitiy tied to particular 
cultural values and mores. As such, in the act of 
communication the referent has intrinsic cultural 
value: that is, the referent occupies a position of 
value within a particular language and that culture 
that uses it. Referents articulate a culture’s values. 

Postmodern theory essentially disrupts the 
supposed naturalness of the referent and demon¬ 
strates that the qualities, characteristics, values, or 
meaning(s) of a particular referent are not 
universal. The referent, therefore, possesses 
different and differing meanings in varying con- 
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texts and cultures. For example, the concept of 
“love” suggests a number of connotations and 
associations: friendship (as in platonic love), 
brotherhood, Eros, sensuality, sexuality, and desire. 

Each of these connotations has a different 
suggested meaning and context, and love is shown 
to be determined by its cultural (as well as its 
semantic) context more so than its intrinsic 
qualities. Furthermore, a poststructural considera¬ 
tion of the referent “love” would investigate the 
particular cultural nuances and historical context 
of the term (Platonic love and homosexuality in 
Ancient Greece, or the impact of Victorian mores 
upon late nineteenth-century discussions of love 
and sexuality in the writings of Sigmimd Freud, 
for example) in order to demonstrate how “love” is 
not transcendent but is a direct extension of its 
socio-historical context. 

The referent constitutes the core question for 
most postmodern discussions, which often explicate 
how meaning (referentiality) is ideologically con¬ 
structed. 

DAVID CLIPPINGER 

religions, history of 

There is general disagreement as to the origins of 
modernity. Some scholars find the germs of its 
development in the Renaissance; others in the 
Enlightenment. What does seem clear, however, is 
that modernity represents a dramatic shift in the 
way in which cultures interact with one another 
and the world. Whatever the causal elements that 
precipitated this shift, nothing has been the same 
since. 

One of modernity’s defining features is the often 
catastrophic encounters between Western expan¬ 
sionism and empirical others (that is, people more 
indigenously organized). Expansionist European 
powers held together their empires by inteUectual- 
ist means: the use of books and military hardware 
were combined with rehgious/scholarly, economic, 
and political institutions to forge a sense of the 
superiority of the West. Ironically, however, the 
West (as we have come to know it) has been, and 
continues to be, radically transformed by its 
encounters with empirical others. As its world 


dominating spirit has generated enormous wealth 
for some, desQ'oyed traditional practices and lands 
of indigenous people, and enslaved millions from 
aU over the world, there is evidence that it cannot 
continue to justify its existence. In large part, the 
way the West defines itself is due to the influences 
of its dominated peoples from throughout the 
world. These influences have been rigorously and 
fastidiously denied and ignored by intellectuals 
even though material and bodily aspects of our 
“global culture” are propped up by a staggering 
diversity of others. The disjunction between 
ideological and material constructions of the West 
reveals a profound ambiguity embedded in the 
meaning of modernity. It is the task of the history of 
religions to work through the diverse meanings 
embedded within these locations of cultural con¬ 
tact, seeking a self-conscious interrogation with 
respect to other cultures and their perceived 
understandings of the world. 

Through the history of religions, contact with 
these empirical others, however, must be situated in 
a context of the sacred. While not a necessary 
condition for the historian of religions, an under¬ 
standing of the various interpretations of the sacred 
has profoundly influenced the discipline. Contact 
with the sacred Other has been conceived as awe¬ 
inspiring and an engagement with absolute power. 
For Rudolph Otto, Gerardus van der Leeuw, and 
Mircea Eliade, archaic people (that is, people who 
are primarily concerned with archetypal meanings 
embedded in material life) meaningfully evaluate 
their world by negotiating various manifestations of 
a powerful Other: the hierophany. Ultimate and 
absolute power, the sacred, is opaque to direct 
human interpretations because human life is 
understood as being wholly contingent on the 
sacred Other. The hierophany, a presentation of 
absolute and therefore sacred power, is the 
experience which organizes or founds the world. 
A meaningful orientation to the world is only 
understood with reference to this wholly significant 
Other. 

Contact with empirical others during the 
modern period is the anthropological analog of a 
history of rehgions formulation of contact with the 
sacred Other. The fiction of the transparency of 
empirical others determines the character of the 
modern world. While they are rendered variously 
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as noble savage or wild man, empirical others are 
rarely understood to be intimately involved in 
cultural exchange. Empirical others are discussed, 
examined, and sympathized with, but rarely are 
they understood to be actively engaged in the 
formation of modernity. They are directly involved 
with the material organization of the modern 
world and, although seen as religious, have not 
gained the same status as the sacred Other; an 
opaque reality which constitutes our modern 
phenomenal existence. Instead, according to 
Charles H. Long, empirical others have been 
“signified” as transparent and peripheral to 
modernity. Many of the issues that have tradition¬ 
ally emerged in the history of religions with 
reference to the Other have tremendous potential 
in the current, postmodern climate to critically 
evaluate the otherness embedded in modernity. 

Teaming concepts of “history” and “religion” 
together has some odd consequences, and the 
history of religions has litde confidence in the 
categorical certainty of either “history” or “re¬ 
ligion.” Unlike the academic discipline of history, 
various cultural conceptions of time can adhere to 
different, often distinctive, models. According to 
Eliade's rendering, the chronological ordering of 
time is uniquely Western and bound to the 
development of religion in the Near East. But it 
is only during the modem era that chronology has 
been stripped of meaning to become historicism. 
So while time is a critical element in the religious 
imagination, its meaning is not relegated to a 
modern notion of “history.” Also, die meaning of 
religion is a wholly contentious phenomenon. 
Definitions of religion abound, but its meaning 
only takes on the categorical certainty of a thing by 
those outside the field of religion. According to 
Jonathan Z. Smith, for example, religion is a 
creation of the academy and has no necessary 
reality apart from its construction by the scholar. 
The question “what is rehgion?” guides the 
investigations of the historian of rehgions. Self- 
consciousness regarding one’s choice of data and 
interests direcdy informs the answer to the above 
question. Or to refine it further, it is in the context 
of one’s choices to investigate (this rather than that) 
that determines how such findings pressure a 
definition of religion. What in the phenomena of 
rehgion challenges accepted or formal definitions 


of religion? Given the fact of cultural contact which 
in significant ways marks modernity, how are we to 
open ourselves up to the various possibilities of 
religious life? 

A significant part of the historian of religions 
work is descriptive. Some would argue that it is the 
primary task of history of religions to describe 
“other” religions, however “other” may be under¬ 
stood. This could be referred to as the anthro¬ 
pological moment in our labors. Significant 
amounts of time are spent learning other lan¬ 
guages, visiting other places, participating in other 
rituals, and reading texts. This is time well spent in 
that, like the anthropologist, often times the 
historian of religions is involved in texts and rituals 
that have not come under academic scrutiny. The 
enormity of the descriptive task leads some to 
confuse history of religions with “area studies.” 
Simply describing what is deemed to be religious 
phenomena, however, does not recognize that 
processes of interpretation by the scholar are 
always involved in description. Because there are 
no discrete religious data apart from its being 
constructed by the scholar, embedded in the 
descriptive task is a hermeneutical practice of 
bringing the “other” to recognition. This makes for 
sometimes strained relationships between histor¬ 
ians of religions and their colleagues in South 
Asian, East Asian, Australian, African, Native 
American, and Mesoamerican studies. The de¬ 
mand of self-conscious scrutiny, therefore, requires 
an ongoing methodological discussion simulta¬ 
neous with description. 

But how does one come to know religious 
phenomena of an “other”? By what means, and 
under what authority (authorial intention), can one 
make claims to know the otlier? What is the status 
and integrity of various texts and social contexts? 
These are a few questions which guide methodo¬ 
logical reflections. Most of aU, how and why do we 
make the claims to know other religions? Method, 
however, is not just a means by which to organize 
data (although it is that, too), but primarily an 
enterprise which can adjudicate the distance 
between the world that constitutes the historian 
of religions and her or his perceived object of study. 

It is important to point out, however, that 
simultaneous with a claim to knowledge of another 
religious meaning is a claim to meaning itself. Not 
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only is the historian of religions claiming to have 
unearthed the interior meanings of other religions 
but he or she is also making a claim about the 
meaning of religion in a wider field of reflection. 
What appears as significant for another tradition is 
highlighted so as to inform, unsettle, confuse, or 
substantiate a culturally assumed standpoint. In all 
of these moves (definitional, methodological, and 
interrogation of meaning) there is constant em¬ 
phasis on opening up the categorical conditions of 
rehgion to new possibilities, new potentiahties of 
meaning. In sum, the history of religions is a 
hberating activity that actively seeks new voices in 
the ongoing construction of culture. 

Seeking the place of religion 

Another defining feature of modernity has been 
mobility: the freedom of movement. But this 
freedom from the European perspective deprived 
other cultures of their own freedom when butted 
against conquistadors, merchants, and explorers. 
The consequences of European movement into 
territories not traditionally their own were the 
radical disruption, and often extermination, of 
indigenous people’s traditions and practices, or 
what has been called cultural genocide. Simulta¬ 
neous with the development of the freedom of 
movement for European people was the loss of 
freedom for indigenous people to remain in their 
place. 

Consequences of contact between once dispa¬ 
rate people have been enormous. Once seen as 
remote and radically “other,” the age of discovery 
pushed cultures into situations of negotiating the 
other in intimate proximity. Europeans developed 
elaborate interpretive strategies which were 
adopted in order to camouflage deep and abiding 
relationships with others. These strategies consti¬ 
tuted an important mythic corpus which included 
the ultimate authority of the book, objectivity or 
omniscience, “primitive/civilized” classificatory 
schema, as well as justifications for colonialism, 
warfare, enslavement, and consumerism. These 
mythic themes have all manner of tragedies 
attached to them and their actualization defines 
the modern age. Yet, as full of pain, death, and 
destruction as these histories of mythic structures 
are, it is the persistence of these mythic structures 


that is most remarkable. Even while noting a 
history of genocidal contempt of various indigen¬ 
ous people, or commenting on ways in which the 
history of the academy is implicated in methods of 
domination, the contemporary scholar generally 
does not have adequate interpretive tools to 
interrogate how these mythic structures almost 
completely constitute their existence and ability to 
understand their world. The history of religions has 
been committed to developing a mode of under¬ 
standing the intimate and/or proximate other with 
self-conscious and critical insight. 

The disruption of meaningful places makes the 
history of religions possible and necessary. 
Although the rupture of place has a long history 
in the European and Mediterranean worlds, it 
becomes particularly endemic and reified during 
the modern era. Central to the imperial projects of 
European kingdoms were the development of 
strategies for occupying what were seen as “new” 
worlds. Conceptual tools were required in order to 
leave home and occupy other people’s homes. The 
consequences were always an unavoidable and 
contentious intimacy with indigenous peoples upon 
whose lives the survival of colonial people 
depended. With the loss of home, the essential 
nature of one’s cultural self-definition is forever 
transformed. The prevaHing emotion of the Age of 
Discovery and the Enlightenment was the headi¬ 
ness and lightness of disorientation which arises 
from a peripatetic philosophy embracing the 
virtues of freedom in movement. 

From various perspectives, the modern era 
epitomizes a shift in the human occupation from 
locative to utopian. This shift is not new in human 
history but was rigorously endorsed and promoted 
by modernity with an energized fervency. Eur¬ 
opeans had to justify far flung imperial projects by 
emphasizing an ultimate significance of placeless- 
ness. Indigenous people underwent extermination 
from discoverers, colonists, and merchants, and in 
order to survive, likewise had to radically transform 
their traditional practices in order to maintain their 
locative emphasis. The consequences of modernity 
for colonized people has been catastrophic. With¬ 
out minimizing the “American holocaust,” how¬ 
ever, it is also the task of the history of religions to 
reflect on the consequences of modernity on the 
culture of the colonizer which in various ways is 
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articijlated as the modern university. This move 
completes the hermeneutical circle - a return to 
the self in hght of our approximation of the other - 
but it is also an attempt to regain a critical 
interpretive location in the context of an experi¬ 
ence of modernity. 

The history of religions as critique 

In this light, the history of religions is inherendy 
comparative in its various attempts to adjudicate 
the distance between those forces which constitute 
the self as well as the other. An initial step, then, is 
articulating that distance. This distinguishes the 
history of religions from other disciplines like area 
studies, anthropology and history The primary 
problem, however, is in not assuming that an 
other’s orientation to the world is transparent to 
academic scrutiny. An issue of the first order is 
articulating an approximation of the proximate 
other which, in large measure, is unavailable to the 
outside. First, this issue is particularly vexing when 
this other articulates their internal understanding 
in modalities outside formal academic discourse 
(that is, ritual, iconography, and familial clan 
systems). The enormous diversity of indigenous 
peoples throughout the world necessarily remain 
“opaque” to the academy due to their distinctive 
orientations to the world outside of textual 
authority. But out of that opacity new meanings 
can arise. This is the challenge to die historian of 
religions. Second, the other has been energetically 
“signilied” to present them as familiar and 
knowable. There is a modern tendency to appro¬ 
priate academic labors in order to stereotype 
others, or to fix their meanings too completely 
and conveniendy into justifications of our selves. 

The history of religions has hit upon a way of 
short-circuiting the dangers of articrdating others 
within the academy. In its recent past the discipline 
was dominated by the quest for understanding the 
“sacred” in aU of its manifestations. This was an 
encyclopedic enterprise inspired by assumptions 
about the possibility of such knowledge. While such 
an enterprise is not probable now because of an 
almost urtiversal affirmation of the cultural em¬ 
beddedness of our understandings, an important 
feature of this work was its grammatical thrust, 
expressed as a morphology of the sacred. Apart 


from the essentialist nature of the discipfine a 
morphology can move toward articulating the 
other as a radical critique of the self. 

Material elements such as water, stone, moun¬ 
tain, and tree are the referents for religious activity 
throughout the world. More importandy they also 
serve as referents for interhuman contact. The key 
feature of this, however, is that the meanings of 
these material referents (such as a plot of land in 
Jerusalem) are opposed to one another. The history 
of religions has the faculties to discuss a morphol¬ 
ogy of contact rooted in a phenomenology in which 
at stake are ititimate meartings of the world. 
Various understandings of the world are mediated 
by constitutive elements of material life. Taking 
seriously the development of the history of religions 
as a search for the meanings of the sacred Other, 
recent disciplinary emphasis has been on the 
embeddedness of our academic examination of 
empirical others which is negotiated through the 
“materiality” of human existence. 

Nearly from its inception, the history of religions 
has been populated by those people deemed other 
by the traditional structure of the Western 
university. To a standard fist of atheist, Jewish, 
Christian, Muslim, Hindu, and Buddhist practi¬ 
tioners are also added Africans, African American, 
Europeans, European Americans, Asians, Asian 
Americans, Chicanos, Latin Americans, Native 
Americans, and ongoing permutations of these 
categorical distinctions. This is not an exhaustive 
list of groups from which historians of religions 
originate, but simply illustrative of the diversity of 
interpretive locations that have constituted the 
discipline. Methodologies of the history of religions 
have been constructed in such a way as to give as 
authentic a voice as possible to others who have 
moved into the academy. Others proximate to, yet 
excluded from, the creation of the modern world 
actively participate in the vitality of the discipline 
by engaging in methodological discussions through 
their chosen data. It is no longer simply the case 
that the historian of religions adjudicates the 
distance between a monolithic self and obscure 
other, but rather actively engages in a more subtle 
and risky venture of exploring the otherness 
intimately involved with the self. From the begin¬ 
ning and up until the recent past, therefore. 
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methodological discussions have been seen as 
critical in its formation. 

In the late twentieth century, a struggle appears 
to be waging for the heart and soul of the 
university. Various strategies have been adopted 
to include other under-represented groups in its 
physical organization. Some scholars have lamen¬ 
ted that these ambiguities amount to a loss of the 
centrality of the Western intellectual tradition in 
the university. Others maintain that a politics of 
domination has been justified and instigated by the 
university and thus the inclusion of those seen as 
peripheral to its development is an important 
corrective. To these debates regarding the future of 
the university the history of religions adds some¬ 
thing important. First, the West was never 
constructed out of a whole cloth but arose from 
the ambiguities of world subjugating enterprises. 
Empirical others have always been proximate and 
therefore no Western self-sufficient self definition 
exists. Intellectual attempts to reify an authentic 
self within the university were always implemented 
with reference to what was perceived as a 
dangerous other either in its midst or just outside 
its walls. The more proximate, the more danger¬ 
ous. It is the university’s esteemed push toward 
clarity which obfuscates a morphology of contact. 

Second, and more importantly, if there is to be a 
future for the university, it must find modalities for 
discussion across all sorts of cultural, gendered, 
racial, and ethnic lines, however arbitrary the 
history of the development of those lines may be. 
This strategy of organization is in contrast to the 
move toward entrenchment of area studies pro¬ 
grams which see the survival of themselves, as 
others within the university (women, African 
Americans, and Native Americans), as necessarily 
adopting the citadel mentality of the West. In 
contrast, the history of rehgions has developed, and 
continues to develop, interpretive strategies for 
interrogating the meanings of the modern world by 
engaging human creativity at its deepest level. The 
future of the university involves seriously navigating 
the worlds of marginalized people. Moving these 
worlds into theoretical and methodological reflec¬ 
tions is the means by which conversation can occur. 
To do so requires reframing intellectual activity 
away from the citadel to an exploration of radical 
diversity. 


It is through the pressure exerted by an 
approximation of other meaningful orientations 
that generates a critical faculty vithin the history of 
religions. It is not simply an authentic reduplication 
of another’s voice but rather a rigorous amplifica¬ 
tion and directing of that voice that focuses our 
attention. The other cannot, in the final analysis, 
be completely relegated to an interpreter’s gram¬ 
mar. 
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PHILIP ARNOLD 

repetition 

Repetition is the inscription of difference or 
otherness within identity. The postmodern concep¬ 
tion of repetition is best understood as part of a 
general critique of the traditional Western assump¬ 
tion that identity is always stable, complete, and 
atemporal. It is most closely associated with the 
philosophies of Gilles Deleuze and Jacques 
Derrida, although it is important for many 
discourses concerned with identity, including the 
psychoanalysis of Jacques Lacan and the socio¬ 
cultural and literary theories of such writers as Jean 
Baudrillard, Homi Bhabha, and Judith Butier. 
These writers aU seek to undermine the primary 
assumption on which our common sense idea of 
repetition is based: that repetition always means 
repetition of the same. That is, we generally 
assume that any repeated thing or event either is 
essentially equivalent to whatever it repeats, or is a 
more or less derivative, inauthentic, and dissim¬ 
ulating copy following a formdational, authentic, 
and unique original (Plato, Immanuel Kant, and 
G.W.F. Hegel are often cited as influential 
promulgators of such ideas). Repetition of the 
same presumes that the identity of the original is 
self-evident and self-sufficient; thus any subsequent 
repetitions are either exact reproductions of the 
original or mere shadows of its essence, and in 
neither case able to return in any way to disrupt its 
originary integrity. In contrast, postmodernism sees 
repetition as aheady inherent in the structure of 
any authenticity, identity, or uniqueness; indeed, 
repetition is often seen as that which constitutes 
identity. Such a conception forces us to reconsider 
the very definition of identity, and blurs the 
boundaries between such venerable oppositions as 
original/copy, primary/secondary, self/other, 
subject/object, and inside/outside. 

Deleuze posits a “complex” or “true” repetition 
which drives common-sense repetition, inserting 
difference and dynamism into its very heart. 
Complex repetition is not the return or re¬ 


presentation of some prior or fundamental same¬ 
ness in superficially different guises or masks; 
rather, it is the continual presentation of singula¬ 
rities that are always radically new and that cannot 
be subsumed under any general concept. For 
Deleuze, complex repetition allows the emergence 
of identity itself, even if, insofar as the identity of 
repetition involves eonstant self-differentiation, the 
very idea of “identity” must now involve an 
internal difference or heterogeneity. He writes: 
“bare, material repetition (repetition of the Same) 
appears only in the sense that another repetition is 
disguised within it, constituting it and constituting 
itself in disguising itself” (1994: 21). In sueh an 
irreducibly temporal process, identity is seen as 
fluid, dynamic, and self-different. 

Like that of Deleuze, Derrida’s philosophy of 
repetition complicates our common-sense assump¬ 
tions of what constitutes identity by inscribing 
difference or alterity within sameness. For 
Derrida, any singularity or uniqueness has as its 
structural condition of possibility what he calls 
“iterability,” a word he finds preferable to 
“repeatability” because it is etymologically linked 
to the Sanskrit for “other.” Derrida argues that no 
original can appear or be present except insofar as 
it could be repeated; thus the concepts of 
originality and presence are themselves put into 
question. Any repetition would be both like and 
unlike the original: like because it presents itself as 
a substitute, but inevitably unlike because of its 
spatio-temporal distance from its supposed origin. 
Thus the “trace” of the other (another repetition) is 
always inscribed within the original’s self-presence. 
Any singularity is always at least double, even if it 
only appears once. Derrida elaborates iterability 
especially in terms of writing, and perhaps his most 
striking example is that of the signature: any 
signature depends for its inteUigibihty and func- 
tionahty on the fact that it records a unique 
intentional event (I sign for a specific reason in a 
specific context), but also on the fact that it could 
be reproduced any number of times in any number 
of contexts. Although it is meant to “seal” or 
pinpoint a “pure event... [i]t is its sameness [its 
iterability] which, by corrupting its identity and its 
singularity, divides its seal” (1988: 20). 

Both Deleuze and Derrida observe that repeti¬ 
tion does not remove or erase identity or sameness. 
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Rather, repetition with difference haunts repetition 
of the same like a ghost, inevitably disrupting 
identity beneath the surface. Both are in this sense 
influenced by the different challenges to identity 
articulated by Friedrich Nietzsche and Sigmund 
Freud. The former’s idea of “eternal return” 
(especially in Thus Spake ^arathustra and The Will to 
Power) and the latter’s conception of compulsive 
repetition (especially in Bgiond the Pleasure Principle) 
set the stage for postmodernism not to eliminate 
identity, but to transform the way it is thought. 

Lacan’s psychoanalytical theories continue 
Freud’s work of decentering the conscious subject 
as a determining agency. Because, for Lacan, the 
unconscious is structured as a chain of sig- 
nifiers, the subject is only an effect of metonymic 
movement along that chain. Without access to 
what Lacan calls the Real, the subject is founded 
on a lack which finds its symptom in “the 
return, the coming-back, the insistence of the 
signs” (1977: 53^). The subject is always caught 
in and constituted by a network of signifiers which 
both repeat each other (as interchangeable marks 
in a symbohc system) and always return to the 
fundamentally unsatisfiable subject. When (in 
reference to Soren Kierkegaard’s important text 
Repetition) Lacan says that “repetition demands the 
new” (1977: 61), he designates the subject’s 
indefatigable but doomed attempt to fill its 
essential lack, a process in which one’s forever- 
lost origin is doubled by the eternal novelty of 
one’s future. 

For BaudriUard, complex repetition is less a 
permanent truth of the human condition than a 
function of postmodernity as an historical 
period of hyperreality, in which technologies of 
simulation cause repetitions or reproductions to 
be more real than their supposed originals (see his 
Simulations). Bhabha and Butler articulate the 
political implications of postmodern repetition via 
the ideas of practice and performance. Bhabha (in 
Locations of Culture) argues that postcolonial 
agency involves iterative practices in which the 
past is projected forward as the possibility of 
revising modernity’s linear and progressive tem¬ 
porality. For Buder, inner or authentic sexual 
identity is only ever an illusion based on the 
repetition of specific gender performances. 
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DAVID PAGANO 


representation 

An ongoing worldwide crisis of representation is 
generic to the postmodern spirit of late capitalism. 
If modernism in art was the movement that tore 
down (or more delicately “deconstructed”) tradi¬ 
tional forms of representation, it is evident that 
postmodernism has both intensified its estrange¬ 
ment from (and mockery of) representational truth, 
and participated in a now hysterical, now para¬ 
noid, now hypocritical, now sincere attempt to 
recover the “traditional values” of truth in 
representation. But what is representation? It is 
principally three things, as follows. 

First, pohtical representation is exemplified by 
the ideal of democracy; each constituency partici¬ 
pates in government through its representative, 
who looks out for its interests and wdth whom the 
represented can identify. Postmodernity has seen 
the proliferation of both anti-democratic move¬ 
ments dismissive of compromise and claiming 
direct exclusive access to truth and authenticity, 
without having to consider divergent viewpoints; 
and ever more radical movements aiming to do 
away with representation altogether in favor of 
direct individual participation (of “town meeting” 
type). 

Second, the problem of representation runs 
through the history of philosophy from Plato to 
Nietzsche, its crisis phase culminating in Kant’s 
critique of reason: no representation is possible of 
“the thing in itself,” the Truth, nor the Good that is 
the object of moral reason. Truth can only be 
represented indirectly, “transcendentally,” by the 
empty (but universal, a priori, necessary) categories 
of understanding “filled” with empirical intuitions; 
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and the moral Good can be represented only by an 
empty statement of pure law without empirical 
object, a “categorical imperative.” 

Third, in the strict sense, to say that a picture or 
discourse “represents” is to claim that it depicts 
and tells the truth about something represented. 
The third sense really underlies and conditions the 
first two. Representation always concerns truth, 
and language, if it is able to teU the truth, is able to 
lie, to distort and misrepresent. It is the critical 
discovery that error and distortion are constitutive, 
that truth cannot be adequately represented in any 
language or by any “finite intuition” (Kant), that 
irremediably undermines the ideologies of repre¬ 
sentation. It is this disturbing realization that has 
induced postmodern thinking to be both radically 
“suspicious” in its interpretations of expressed 
intention and, more disturbingly, to support a 
deliberate “fictioning” of reality and its representa¬ 
tion, a new myth-making to fabricate legends and 
histories, and to justify political revindications. To 
parodiphrase Dostoevsky, “If truth in representa¬ 
tion is defunct, then any simulacrum is permitted.” 
If the ground of representation is removed - if it is, 
at the limit, not only impossible to distinguish truth 
from falsehood and error (which was Descartes’ 
apprehension of the problem) but even to state the 
truth in any language) - then truth itself is no 
longer immune to criticism or even subversion 
from within; lying or distortion, inseparable from 
truth-teUing, become intrinsic as “The truth” 
becomes “a lie” (Nietzsche). Yet the real truth of 
truth can stiU can be said (but not the whole truth, 
cf Lacan), or even created (Deleuze). But are we 
permitted to represent reality however we wish, 
does “saying it make it so”? 

Such a predicament is radically destabilizing 
(politically, morally, epistemologically, ontologi- 
cally). Hence one can sympathize with the 
hysterical reaction of those (academics, politicians, 
“community leaders”) who call for a return to the 
traditional value of faith in the possibility of 
adequate and tmthful representation. Such an 
attitude finds itself hostile to most of the trends of 
postmodernism: psychoanalysis (which it accuses of 
introducing suspicion everywhere in the analysis of 
motives, and even undermining justice by detecting 
true - “unconscious” - intention behind the 
supposedly voluntary act, thereby potentially mak¬ 


ing us irresponsible for our actions); “deconstruc¬ 
tion” (which appears to insist on the impossibility of 
truth); the relativism of “cultural studies” with its 
hostility to the canons of traditional representation 
and morality. 

The hypocrisy of the “traditional values” 
reaction is manifest: in the name of truth (as 
representational adequacy) it denounces postmo¬ 
dern “relativism” and simulation (erasure or 
perversion of the distinction between true and 
false, real and fake, original and derivative); yet it 
refuses to own up to the falsifications and 
mythmaking of its own history (the history of 
European domination, racism, and imperialism) or 
to acknowledge that its canons too are relatively 
arbitrary, with significance being accorded only to 
those who represent its aesthetic and moral values. 

But the fundamental problem with representa¬ 
tional language is deep and structural. In the first 
place, can anyone (or any name or idea) represent 
anyone or anything “adequately”? Is not each 
thing or event a singularity in its time and place in 
history? Even self-representation is questionable 
(do I remain the same through time and change?). 
And yet, unless, in a Borgesian carnival-nightmare, 
we assign proper names to everything at every 
time, we must (if we are to use language) represent 
events in classes named by common nouns and 
verbs; and likewise, political representation requires 
that each citizen-constituent not be adequately and 
fuUy represented; otherwise (with each representing 
solely one’s own interests) there is anarchy. Even in 
the radical town meeting, coalitions, alliances, 
opposition groups form spontaneously, and com¬ 
promises inevitably occur in order to move the 
process anywhere out of stasis. 

Just as contemporary writing has blurred the 
distinction between truth and fiction (false memoir, 
true novel), and symptoms teU the truth distorted 
by memory (a truth that may be indiscernible from 
fantasy), so philosophy dances and traces the 
borderline between describing (representing) an 
event and creating the truth of its simulacrum, its 
unrepresentable singularity. To name and depict 
becomes not to represent but to create an originary 
repetition. As the Ground or Origin of memory 
(the faculty of representation) gives W'ay to the 
“aggression of the simulacra” (Deleuze) and the 
radical diversity of “reality” (“the truth of relativ- 
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ity”). we plunge into a dangerous era in which, in 
the absence of Authority, there is no laek of 
pretenders, candidates, and mountebanks rushing 
into the vacuum. The game of representation has 
been overtaken by “evolutionary' strategies” for 
aehieving genetie and cultural reproduction and 
predomination. It is this unconscious neo-Darwin¬ 
ist logic that guides the reactionary struggle for 
Identity, by Race, Gender, and Culture as repre¬ 
sentable “values.” But if the category of represen¬ 
tation (ground, origin, memory, testimony) remains 
the essential weapon for both the Left of political 
correctness as well as the Right of white male 
tradition in their static reified dialectic and struggle 
for “justice,” where do we turn for the real thing? 

Even as Truth (the official story) is being 
replaced by multiple competing narratives, some 
mutually compatible, others “incompossible,” it 
becomes possible (and necessary) to grasp and to 
say the truth of that relativity. And if the ground of 
experience (memory, signification) has been under¬ 
mined, then we have to create the sense of events 
without directly perceiving them, events without 
memory or understanding, imperceptible becom¬ 
ings. False memory specious (common sense) 
understanding, and categorical perception give 
way to new problems of mapping and intuiting. 
We can study representations as simulacra, historical 
understanding as relative and motivated by various 
agendas, and ourselves as agents creating, verifying, 
and falsifying these processes. 

But is no representational knowledge immune 
from this generalized implosion? What about 
science? Logic? Mathematics? Mathematical logic 
does not represent truth or reahty it constructs a 
logical grammar and syntax that set rules for 
scientific representation. But science and mathe¬ 
matics seem decidedly uncurious today about their 
own logical ground, despite (or because of) the 
foundational crises they have undergone in this 
century. What is the true reason of quantum 
indeterminacy? Does it have to do with the 
subjectivity of observation, a subjectivity that has 
never been properly formalized as to its implication 
in the process of observing? Could Godel’s 
demonstration of the necessary undecidabUity 
(unprovability, unfalsifiability) of some axiom or 
proposition of all formal systems have anything 
further to say to the question? Does mathematical 


science really want to explore indeterminacy and 
the undecidable, or has it reached an impasse 
beyond which it senses possible threats to its own 
hegemony and sense of groundedness (whence its 
preference for chastizing “poststructuralists” who 
try to challenge its dominion)? What does science 
have to teach us further today about the structure 
and logic of representation? 

The self-critique of representational science will 
not advance beyond the appeal to stopgap criteria 
(“consensus reality” “universe of reasonable 
beings,” “self-evidence” and other fudge) until it 
risks exploring the truth in its “structure of fiction” 
(Lacan), the structure intrinsic to any language and 
enunciation (or writing). Thus only when the 
subject is included in logic as a “saying” excluded 
from within its writing and impossible to axioma- 
tize, will science open itself to formal consideration 
of real time and creativity: the fundamental 
process, irreducible to representation (which fol¬ 
lows it), subversive of determinism (which reduces 
time to a dimension of space-time), and decom- 
pleting any closed (complete) formal system. It will 
mean renewed investigation of time and becoming. 

PETER CANNING 

rhetoric 

Antimodernism in the theory of rhetoric 

The main difEculty in examining the relationship 
between the concept of rhetoric and postmodernity 
lies in determining the extent to which a 
postmodern thinking of rhetoric can be distin¬ 
guished from the antimodernist current that 
characterizes rhetorical theory in the modern age. 
The root of antimodernist rhetorical theory is 
Giambattista Vico’s (1668-1744) De nostri temporis 
studiorum ratione, originally presented as the con¬ 
vocation address to the University of Naples in 
1708 (translated and published in English as On the 
Study Methods of Our Time). Vico used this occasion 
to deplore the predominance of modern scientific 
method - that is, the influence of Bacon and 
especially Descartes - within university curricula. 
Under this influence, philosophical training had 
been reduced to the Cartesian search for truth, 
which methodically eliminates not only false 
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thinking but also “those secondary verities and 
ideas which are based on probability alone,” that 
is, the set of ideas and beliefs that ground ethical 
and political life: the sensns communis (1990: 13). The 
primary function of education, Vico contends, is 
not the search for truth but the preparation of 
future generations to deal with the ethical and 
political incertitudes of life; and he reminds his 
audience that the “ancients” - with their education 
grounded in the knowledge of ars topica, the 
practice of oratoria, and the goal of eloquentia - were 
much more successful in reproducing citizens who 
could “conduct themselves with sufficient wisdom 
and prudence” in the life of the community. Vico 
did not oppose science nor scientific education, 
only their socio-educational hegemony. StiU, Vico 
adapts the “quarrel of the Ancients and Moderns” 
as the framework for arguing that modern educa¬ 
tion must reclaim the human focus of ancient 
education. In doing so, he stamps rhetorical 
education as antimodern and establishes it as a 
basis for an important current of modern Eur¬ 
opean thought: humanism. 

Friedrich Nietzsche’s (1844—1900) “DarsteHung 
der Antiken Rhetorik” - the lecture notes for his 
1872-3 course on ancient rhetoric at the Uni¬ 
versity of Basel — has become a singularly 
important relay in the history of antimodernist 
theories of rhetoric, connecting the humanist origin 
of this history to the domineering antihumanism of 
contemporary thought. Like Vico, Nietzsche ad¬ 
vocated the study of rhetoric as a way to combat 
the influence of scientific rationality on social 
thought. More specifically, Nietzsche targets “the 
feehng for what is true in itself,” a widespread 
development within European culture that he 
associates with the epistemology of John Locke 
and that results, he believes, in societies that come 
to value “instruction” in the truth (belehrt, from 
belehren, also “to disabuse”) over “persuasion” 
[iibmederi) (1989b: 3). Nietzsche’s concern is direc¬ 
ted at the authoritarian structure of belehrt'. a 
speaker who, in possession of the truth, instructs, 
or disabuses others of their necessarily mistaken 
beliefs. (This concern with belehrt should be read 
also within the political context of the establish¬ 
ment of the German Empire in 1871, especially the 
central role of Bismarck’s nationalist demagogueiy.) 
In contrast to modern culture, with its grounding 


in the pedagogic-pohtical structure of belehrt, 
Nietzsche posited the ancient culture of persuasion, 
an egalitarian society comprised of “a people who 
StiU live in mythic images and who have not yet 
experienced the unqualified need of historical 
accuracy.” The modern desire for truth — whether 
historical or scientific — is illusory, Nietzsche 
argued, because it mistakenly presupposes an 
abUity of mind to represent accurately any object 
of rational inquiry. Such a capacity is not possible 
because of material transformations that comprise 
the mental acts of perception, conception, and 
linguistic representation. These mental acts consist, 
instead in the general structure of “this = tliat,” 
which is to say, the general structure of tropes (such 
as metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche; see trope). 
Based on this theory of linguistic representation, or 
meaning, Nietzsche reaffirmed the antimodernist 
position on the value of rhetorical study; although, 
as we wUl see later, this rhetorical theory of 
meaning may establish a role for rhetoric in 
postmodern philosophy. 

The most important twentieth-century heir to 
the antimodernist tradition of rhetorical theory is 
Kenneth Burke (1897-1993). In A Rhetoric of Motives 
(1950) Burke rethinks the concept of rhetoric in 
relation to the demise of its study and in relation to 
the impact of science on society. Like Vico, Burke 
attributes the demise of rhetorical study to the 
circumscription of thought by scientific rationality. 
As we have seen, Vico responded to the hegemony 
of Descartes’s critical philosophy, which sought to 
eliminate not only falsities but, Vico feared, the 
beliefs and values that constitute social life. 
Although Burke’s basic concern is identical to 
Vico’s, he responds to a new structure of the 
institutions of knowledge, a new turn of the 
scientific screw: the human sciences. Thus, whereas 
Vico expressed a concern over the neglect of the 
study of politics, Burke’s concern will be with the 
scientific appropriation of the study of politics, that 
is, the establishment of political science as a 
discipline in the posLvar American university. In 
spite of these institutional differences, Burke 
inherits from Vico the basic antimodernist apology 
for the study of rhetoric: it is the study of rhetoric, 
not science, that provides an understanding of the 
sensus communis, or what Burke refers to as “the use 
of language as a symbolic means of inducing 



rhetoric 343 


cooperation in beings that by nature respond to 
symbols” (1969: 43). 

In addition to this inheritance, Burke falls heir to 
Nietzsche’s seminal recognition of the relation 
between scientific ideology and authoritarian 
politics. Nietzsche had framed his lectures on 
rhetoric with reference to an interrelation between 
the epistemological ethos of modern European 
culture (the desire for “what is true in itself”) and 
the proto-fascism of belehrt. Burke calls for a return 
to rhetoric as an instrument of social criticism in 
the treatment of “post-Christian science,” that is, a 
culture in which the socializing function of the 
scapegoat has been secularized and is managed by 
“a cult of applied science,” a culture that had 
spawned “the Hitlerite ‘science’ of genocide” and, 
in postwar America, the nuclear arms race. (While 
finishing the Rhetoric at Princeton’s Institute for 
Advanced Study, Burke was associated with its 
director, J. Robert Oppenheimer, who, of course, 
had refused to participate in the development of 
thermonuclear weapons and, as chair of the 
General Advisory Committee of the Atomic 
Energy Commission, led the Commission’s opposi¬ 
tion to the development of the hydrogen bomb.) 
The success of this “cult,” Burke reasoned, relies 
on science’s illusory behef in its own “autonomy,” 
the belief that scientific inquiry is not subject to any 
law or force outside of itself. That is, it rehes on a 
metonymic error that extends the autonomy of 
scientific rationality to the practical realm of 
scientific projects, a realm subject to exterior and, 
as Burke beheved, increasingly “sinister” forces. 
The study of rhetoric, Burke contends, would help 
us to understand the widespread conviction in 
scientific autonomy and, more generally, “the 
persuasiveness of false or inadequate terms which 
may not be direcdy imposed upon us from without 
by some skillful speaker, but which we impose upon 
ourselves, in varying degrees of deliberateness and 
unawareness, through motives indeterminately self- 
protective and/or suicidal” (1969: 35). The 
primary value of rhetorical study for Burke is not, 
as Nietzsche would have it, its potential for 
deflating modern scientific philosophy, that is, the 
project of epistemology. Instead, Burke regards the 
concept of rhetoric as the epitome of human 
interaction and, thus, of human nature. Does this 
aspect of Burke’s thought remain within the 


antimodernist current of rhetorical theory or does 
it constitute a significant departure, a departure 
that should be regarded as a postmodern thinking 
of rhetoric? 

Rhetoric and the postmodern 

Given the strong antimodernist current in rheto¬ 
rical theory since Vico, our attempt to define a 
relationship between rhetoric and the postmodern 
must begin by determining whether there exist any 
features that distinguish a postmodern thinking of 
rhetoric from this tradition of antimodernism. This 
task is made aU the more difficult by recent 
intellectual history. First, rhetoric has not been taken 
up as a key term in theories of the postmodern, an 
absence resulting, in part, from the preference of 
Jean-Franqois Lyotard — and other French 
thinkers of his generation - for the concept of 
pragmatics. Similarly, the idea of the postmodern 
has played but a minor role in contemporary 
discussions of rhetoric, even in the North American 
academy, where a transdisciplinary interest in 
rhetoric developed alongside an explosion of 
interest in the postmodern. We should note, in 
fact, that 1984 marks both the English translation 
of Lyotard’s La condition postmoderne (1979) and the 
formation of the “rhetoric of inquiry” movement 
via the “Rhetoric of the Human Sciences” 
conference at the University of Iowa. 

It is Gianni Vattimo (1936-) who has begun to 
consider the relationship between the concept of 
rhetoric and postmodern philosophy. In La firm della 
modernita (1985), Vattimo characterizes his philoso¬ 
phical project as an elucidation of contemporary 
thought that compares the social theories of 
postmodernity with the philosophical projects of 
Nietzsche and Martin Heidegger. At the core of 
Vattimo’s own understanding of postmodemity is 
his belief that twentieth-century culture is char¬ 
acterized by an “experience of‘the end of history,”’ 
that is, a lived sense that the future no longer holds 
anything genuinely new. This experience is best 
conceptualized, Vattimo thinks, by Arnold Geh- 
len’s post-histoire, his diagnostic term for a social 
condition in which progress has come to be 
regarded as routine, largely as a result of (1) a 
gradual secularizing of the Christian ideal of 
progress and, more recently, (2) an increasingly 
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rapid rate of technological advances which deflates 
the impact of “the new.” Vattimo regards the social 
condition of post-histoire as the counterpart of 
Nietzsche’s and Heidegger’s philosophical projects, 
projects best understood as postmodernist because 
they attempt to establish a distance from modernist 
thought without claiming to overcome this thought 
and, thus, wthout falling back on the modernist 
principle of progress. According to Vattimo, the 
thought of both philosophers achieves this post¬ 
modern status by virtue of its reconception of Being 
as a set of events in which there are no necessary 
historical relations between events. Thus, postmo¬ 
dern philosophy is, for Vattimo, an ontological 
philosophy of the event. 

Vattimo’s consideration of rhetoric is central to 
his assessment of Hans-Georg Gadamer’s onto¬ 
logical hermeneutics as a development of Heideg¬ 
ger’s thought; and he concludes that it is 
Gadamer’s reliance on the concept of rhetoric that 
impedes his development of Heidegger’s thought in 
a postmodern direction. How, according to Vat¬ 
timo, does the concept of rhetoric stand in the way 
of postmodern philosophy? Vattimo correctly 
perceives the foundational role of rhetoric in 
Gadamer’s project of reconceiving the nature of 
truth: “To arrive at truth does not so much mean 
to attain that state of luminous interiority which 
traditionally is considered ‘evidence,’ as rather to 
pass to the level of those shared and commonly 
elaborated assumptions that appear obvious (rather 
than evident) and not in need of interrogation.” We 
can observe that this idea of “shared and 
commonly elaborated assumptions” is Vico’s sensus 
communis, a concept that Gadamer draws upon 
early in Wahrheit undMethode (1960) in defending the 
role of the humanist tradition in the nineteenth- 
century development of the human sciences; and 
we can observe that this thinking of rhetoric falls 
within the antimodernist tradition described here. 
Indeed, Vattimo - without mentioning Vico or the 
tradition of humanism - argues that Gadamer’s 
theory of a rhetorically-based truth would admit no 
acts of criticism nor the “open-ended conflict 
between world and earth” we find in the theory of 
art that Heidegger introduces in “Der Ursprung 
des Kunstwerkes” (1936). Thus for Vattimo, the 
concept of rhetoric, in spite of its antimodern 
rejection of epistemology, entails a closed system 


inconsistent with an ontology of the event, that is to 
say, inconsistent with postmodern philosophy. 

The force of Vattimo’s argument consigns 
rhetoric to the era of modernity; or in the language 
of this essay, rhetoric is consigned to the anti¬ 
modernist dimension of modernity. Thus the 
question that must be posed in the face of this 
argument is whether the concept of rhetoric at the 
end of the twentieth century is circumscribed 
completely by its antimodern development or 
whether there is some aspect of rhetoric that could 
contribute to Vattimo’s vision of a postmodern 
philosophy, that is, an ontology of the event. 
Interestingly, Vattimo’s own interest in Nieztsche 
suggests a possibility. Vattimo claims that philoso¬ 
phical postmodernity is born in the space between 
Nietzsche’s “Vom Nutzen und Nachteil der 
Historic fiir das Leben” (1874) and the sequence 
of books that begins with Menschliches, Allzumens- 
chliches (1878) and ends with Die Frohliche Wis- 
sensckajt (1882). In both the earlier and the later 
works, Nietzsche treats the same basic ailment of 
nineteenth-century European society: a hyper- 
historical consciousness that prevents European 
civilization from developing a cultural style of its 
own. But what distinguishes the later work, 
Vattimo argues, is Nietzsche’s change of treatment. 
Unlike the first, allopathic mode of treatment 
which would overcome the ailment through an 
infusion of the eternalizing forces of religion, art, 
and music (for example, Wagner), Nietzsche’s later 
assessment concluded that the goal of a critical 
overcoming is itself a principle of modernity. Thus, 
according to Vattimo, Nietzsche develops a new 
therapy that homeopathicaUy takes advantage of 
modernity’s tendency toward nihilism. Vattimo 
cites the infamous statement from The Gay Science 
that “God is dead” as an important attempt to 
force modernity to recognize its own nihilism. 
More importantly, though, Vattimo dwells on the 
“chemical” reduction of civilization’s higher values, 
which begins Human, All to Human. It is here, 
Vattimo argues, that Nietzsche demonstrates the 
inherent nihilism of a culture that has used science 
to ground its belief in the superiority of truth over 
non-truth or error; basic scientific observation 
subverts the goal of modern science by showing 
that the structure of knowledge is a series of 
metaphor-like transformations from one physical 
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state to another: the materiality of the object to the 
observer’s mode of perception, the mode of 
perception to a mental concept, the mental concept 
to the materiality of the spoken or written word. 
This state of nihilism, Vattimo continues, becomes 
the scene of Nietzsche’s proposed “philosophy of 
morning postmodern,” which, having decon¬ 
structed the modernist ethos of overcoming and 
its valuing of the new, begins its exploration of 
Being as an eternal return of the Same. 

We can see that Vattimo’s reading of Nietzsche — 
with the emphasis given to his critique of the 
pretensions of modern science - overlooks the 
“Rhetorik” and the development of the rhetorical 
theory of meaning in “On Truth and Lying,” both 
of which were written in the same period as “On 
the Uses and Disadvantages of History.” Vattimo 
thus fails to take into account a key feature of 
Nietzsche’s homeopathic treatment of modernity: 
the essential role of rhetoric in the constitution of 
meaning. It would seem, then, that the concept of 
rhetoric is not circumscribed entirely by modernity. 
And it remains to be seen how it might be used in 
developing a postmodern philosophy of the event. 

See also: death of God; end of history; 
metaphor; philosophy 
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JAMES COMAS 

rhizome 

The rhizome is a concept from botany used by 
Deleuze and Guattari as a model of immanent, 
nonexclusive connection, in contrast to the trans¬ 
cendent, hierarchical structure of the tree (the 
arborescent model of thought), which develops 
through binary opposition. A rhizome like 
crabgrass grows horizontally by sending out 
runners that establish new plants which then send 
out their own runners and so on, eventually 
forming a discontinuous surface without depth 
(and thus without a controUing subject) or center 
(and thus free of a limiting structure). Deleuze and 
Guattari provide six principles they claim are 
characteristic of rhizomes: 

1 connection: any point of a rhizome can and 
must be connected to any other, whereas the 
tree model establishes a hierarchy and order of 
connection that arbitrarily limits its possibilities. 

2 heterogeneity: the points or plateaus of intensity 
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which constitute the rhizomatic chain are not 
necessarily linguistic but may also be drawn 
from perceptual, political, gestural or other 
registers. Linguistic structure, the dialectic of 
signifier and signified, is not privileged in a 
rhizome, in which no determining universal 
structure remains stable. 

3 multiphcity, a difficult but key term in Deleuze 
and Guattari’s work: a multiplicity is not a 
collection of stable units of measure or unified 
subjects but a set of dimensions and lines of 
connection that changes in nature when it 
increases in number. The unity of a tree 
structure arises only when a multiplicity has 
been overcoded or immobilized by a master 
signifier or a subject operating in a supplemen¬ 
tary dimension that claims to transcend the flat 
plane of the multiphcity or rhizome. 

4 asignifying rupture or aparallel evolution: 
although rhizomes may contain structures of 
signification (which Deleuze and Guattari call 
“territorializations”), they also contain lines of 
flight that rupture or deterritorialize these 
substructures, only to be later subsumed or 
reterritorialized into other substructures. For 
example, by mimicking the wasp’s coloring, the 
orchid deterritorializes in order to attract it and 
the wasp reterritorializes on the orchid’s image, 
but then the wasp is deterritorialized by 
becoming part of the flower’s reproductive 
system and the flower is reterritoriahzed when 
its pollen is transported to other flowers. 
Rhizomes pass through binarisms and structures 
but are not reducible to them. 

5 cartography: the rhizome is a map, oriented 
toward experimentation in contact with the real, 
rather than the tracing of a genetic or structural 
model organized around a pre-established, 
limiting center. 

6 decalcomania: the reductive tracings of struc¬ 
tural models (such as psychoanalysis) must be 
put back on the map that is the rhizome in order 
to reactivate their foreclosed lines of flight. 

In summary, the rhizome is an acentered, non- 
hierarchical and non-signifying system in a con¬ 
stant state of becoming, a middle without begin¬ 
ning or end, and rhizomatics, the art of following 
rhizomes, is another word for schizoanalysis. 


See also: code; plane of immanence; 
structuralism 
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Ricoeur, Paul 

b. 27 February 1913, Valence, France 
Philosopher 

“From self to self the shortest way is through what 
others have thought.” And so no sooner has Paul 
Ricceur advanced an idea than he pretends to have 
borrowed it. Ricocur’s method is tradition-friendly, 
but then this very tradition sounds different: it does 
not cleave us from the present, but enfranchises 
new horizons. With Rieoeur, tradition is no more a 
burden than he is its hostage. His hermeneutical 
phenomenology has a method: harvesting, which 
suggests transition. Tradition does not he within 
predetermined gates or from this to that, but opens 
onto .... Reinterpreted, tradition is when the past 
ceases from begging the future, when thinking, or 
acting, beckoned by this future, turns into harvest¬ 
ing; and into harvesting where one has not sown, 
which anyway is always the case with tradition and 
ibustrates why Ricoeur’s thinking is that of a debtor 
who perhaps thinks he owes more than he does: he 
harvests against the future. There can be “no 
transmission [of anything gleaned from tradition] 
without an active transforming reception of it,” if 
we are then moved “by the conviction that we are 
endowed with initiative, that we can somehow 
change the world order, that we take the initiative 
of, and responsibbity for, new events,” in view of a 
new world order. 

Such stance on Ricoeur’s part is no doubt also 
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rooted in the biblical tradition. Though his under¬ 
standing of theology seems rather traditional, 
theology will fail its appointed task if it is not 
performed in the public square, like another 
adventure of thought, and is not screened through 
language. And through this screen of language, we 
are endowed with the capacity for speech. 

“Changing the world is only possible thanks to 
speech,” Ricoeur says. Just as none can “modify the 
world without interpreting it,” so ean none 
interpret the world without modifying it (that is, 
being involved with it). There can be “no deep or 
lasting opposition between theory and praxis.” We 
tend to forget: “Transforming the world is only 
possible on account of language.” 

Neither an aetivist nor a cloistered intellectual, 
Ricoeur has fed one ambition: to renew the 
language of the semantic constitution of the human 
reality. Obvious evidence of that is the trajectory of 
his philosophical output. Begun with studies on 
Jaspers and Marcel and running its course 
through Husserl and Freud, it finally blossoms 
into a long deferred and all the more subtle 
confrontation with Heidegger. 

The title of his magnum opus gives it away: 
Temps et ricit (Time and Story - with the bifurcated 
connotation of the latter as history on the one hand 
and fiction on the other). The omnipresence of 
time is thus one aspect of the twofold theme that 
runs through Temps et rkit, the other being the 
poetics of story, that is, the narrative refiguration of 
time whether in terms of history or of fiction. Not 
that language dissolves the inscrutabihty of time. 
But then the latter cannot foreclose language, 
either. It can only prod us into thinking all the 
more, and, through word and deed, through theory 
and praxis, into saying, telling, and meaning it aU 
otherwise. 
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Ronell^ Avital 

b. Prague, Czechoslovakia 

Philosopher and interdisciplinary cultural 
theorist 

Influenced by Jacques Derrida (1930-), Avital 
RoneU works at the boundaries of fields such as 
philosophy, psychoanalysis, cultural studies, fem¬ 
inism, literary criticism, and technology. She writes 
with insight and creativity about topics like 
telephonies, writing, schizophrenia, AIDs, the Gulf 
War, addiction, finitude, and responsibUity. Ronell 
both breaches and extends the boundaries of what 
is relevant and important for academic thinking 
and scholarship. 

In 1989 RoneU published The Telephone Book: 
Technology, Schizophrenia, Electric Speech, which in¬ 
cludes a meditation on Martin Heidegger’s 
understanding of technology along with an inter¬ 
rogation of the plaee of technology in German 
National Socialism and Heidegger’s involvement 
with it. This meditation is juxtaposed tvith a 
relation of the invention and continuing impor¬ 
tance of the telephone, which organizes human 
experience and thinking in profound and often 
overlooked ways. In 1994 RoneU published Finitu- 
de’s Score: Essays for the End of the Millenium, which 
interweaves themes from phUosophers like Heideg¬ 
ger, Friedrich Nietzsche (1844—1900) and Jean- 
Frangois Lyotard (1924-) with topical issues such 
as AIDs, the American Gulf War, and racism. 

Despite their disparateness, RoneU’s writings aU 
deal with the hauntedness of selves and of language 
by others. Here, language exposes us to ourselves as 
something other than ourselves in, and as, finitude. 
Technology becomes a space or a site which both 
reveals and threatens our finite humanness. Writ¬ 
ing is a response to the technological world, but 
one which is “necessarUy bound up with mourn¬ 
ing.” RoneU asks the question of devastation, 
whether “we have gone too far,” such that 
technology has brought or is bringing about a 
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“fundamental shutdown” of the creative possibi¬ 
lities of human experience (RoneU 1994: xiii). 
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CLAYTON CROCKETT 

Rorty, Richard 

b. 4 October 1931, New York, USA 

Philosopher and pragmatist 

Coming out of the Anglo-American analytic 
phUosophy tradition, Richard Rorty has been one 
of the most significant mediators between analytic 
and Continental phUosophies. Rorty argues that 
phUosophy does not describe or investigate a real 


world, but is rather engaged in an ongoing process 
of pragmatic redescription and hermeneutic con¬ 
versation. His work addresses the fields of philo¬ 
sophy, literary theory, hermeneutics, political 
phUosophy, and phUosophy of science. 

In 1979, Rorty published Philosophy and the Mirror 
of Nature, which attempts to dislodge phUosophical 
endeavors since Rene Descartes (1596-1650) which 
understands the mind as a mirror of reaUty. Rorty 
claims that language “goes aU the way down,” and 
his anti-foundationalism leads him to stress the 
historical situatedness of our philosophical con¬ 
versations over the efforts to secure a universal, 
ahistorical truth. His 1989 book. Contingency, Irony, 
and Solidarity, argues that pain is the only extra- 
linguistic fact in our world, and that we need a 
pubUc realm of political philosophies to reduce 
pain and include more people democraticaUy in 
our contemporary conversations. We also need a 
separate private realm where people can be free to 
explore their own aesthetic self-creations. 
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sacred, the 

One plausible genealogy of postmodernity 
begins with Nietzsche’s proclamation of the 
death of God. The death of God does not 
foreclose questions of transcendence and radical 
alterity but instead underscores their urgency 
and “ultimate cruelty” (Nietzsche 1976: 63). 
Despite — or because of- God’s death, the concept 
of the sacred has been central to many postmodern 
thinkers’ investigations of otherness, violence, and 
the limits of meaning. 

The prominence of the sacred as a sociological 
and philosophical category owes much to the 
influence of Emile Durkheim (1858—1917), who 
argued that what “primitives” understand as a 
numinous, sacred force is in reality the sustaining 
power of society itself For Durkheim (1915), gods 
are mythological projections, but the sacred is real. 
Underlying “elementary” religions’ outlandish 
symbols and rites is a rational intuition of the 
individuals’ dependence on the collective. 

WTiere Durkheim emphasized the underlying 
rationality of behef in the sacred, Georges Bataille 
(1897-1962), and his collaborators at the College de 
sociologie celebrated the sacred as non-logical 
heterogeneity that thwarts totalizing rational sys¬ 
tems. BataiUe’s “sacred” destabihzes the subject- 
object polarity, propelling humans into experiences 
of shattering communion in which identities 
collapse in convulsive “non-knowing” (non-savoir) 
(Bataille 1986: 74-5). Sacred force is focused in the 
operation of sacrifice, but for Bataille sacrifice 
includes mystical experience, eroticism, and writ¬ 
ing. 


Rene Girard (1972) traces the origins of religion 
and culture to a primal intertwining of violence 
and the sacred. According to Girard, culture’s 
unstable unity springs from an act of generative 
violence in which group aggressions converge on a 
scapegoat. The liquidation of the scapegoat frees 
the community (temporarily) from its destructive 
impulses, at the cost of haunting guilt which 
eventually engenders further violence. 

Heidegger’s work constitutes another channel 
through which the language of the sacred has 
infused postmodern discourses. The essay “What 
are Poets for?” argues that where the gods have 
vanished, the poet stiU points the way to the “holy,” 
which is the “track of the fugitive gods” (1971: 91). 
Heidegger’s poetic sacred resonates hauntingly in 
the writings of Luce Irigaray. Irigaray portrays the 
decay of monotheistic religions as an opportunity 
for a “return of the divine,” the discovery of a 
“sensible transcendental” to replace disembodied 
models of transcendence (Irigaray 1984: 133, 38). 
Emmanuel Levinas, meanwhile, rejects what he 
takes to be Heidegger’s notion of a pagan, 
impersonal, quasi-mystical sacred (see Derrida 
1967: 215-16). Levinas ascribes genuine sacredness 
to the other {autrui), whose radical alterity and 
infinite ethical demand confront us in the face-to- 
face encounter. 

The sacred remains a contested category, 
denounced by some prominent postmodern thin¬ 
kers. Leveling criticisms at both Bataille and 
Heidegger, Jean-Luc Nancy has called for an 
end to the obsession with the sacred as an obscure 
“Outside of fmitude” (1991: 37). In contrast, Mark 
Taylor finds multiple resonances of the sacred in 
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the lineage of philosophies of difference (1987). In 
Saints and Postmodernism (1990), Edith Wyschogrod 
draws on Levinas, BataiUe, and Derrida to argue 
that the figure of the saint as an incarnation of 
sacred excess demands a central place in a 
postmodern ethics, 

See also: ethics; sensible transcendental 
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ALEXANDER IRWIN 

sadism 

Sadism is a form taken by the sexual drive in which 
the subject seeks pleasure by submitting an other to 
pain, domination or humUiation. While doing so, 
the sadist identifies with that part of his or her 
partner’s psyche that likes to suffer. 

The term “sadism” is taken from the name of 
the Marquis de Sade (1740-1814), a French writer 
whose major contribution to literature and philo¬ 


sophy revolves around the relationships beLveen 
pain and pleasure from the point of view of both 
“master” and “slave.” Since Freud’s work, sadism 
has been seen as symmetrical to masochism, 
hence the term “sado-masochism” (S/M). The 
postmodern popularization of S/M imagery has 
emerged from gay culture and its reconceptuahza- 
tion has allowed queer theory and gay and 
lesbian studies to reclaim its practices. Sadism 
on its own, however, seems more difficult to 
proclaim as a typical expression of postmodern 
creativity. 

Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) is the first to adopt 
the two neologisms of sadism and masochism to 
think through the strangeness of the desires 
associated with them. His discovery and theoriza¬ 
tion of a primordial “polymorphous perversion” in 
the child (“A Child is Being Beaten,” 1919), and of 
a death drive, that is, the presence in aU human 
subjects of destructive drives alongside life-preser¬ 
ving instincts {Beyond the Pleasure Principle, 1920), 
remain essential to our understanding of aggressiv- 
ity, hatred, and sadism. For Freud, aggressivity, 
hatred and sadism were not seen as “diseases,” but 
as integral tendencies to the normal development 
of human libido and subjectivity. 

Psychoanalysts continue to accept what Freud 
established in his 1924 synthesis, “The Economic 
Problem of Masochism,” that primary sadism is 
secondary to our masochistic tendencies. Hence 
the paradox and intricacies of the sadistic position 
of jouissance which is not to obtain pleasure 
through the “causing of pain,” but rather through 
the masochistic identification with the suffering of 
an other (see mirror stage). Even if the roles of 
the sadist and the masochist are not interchange¬ 
able, Deleuze (1989) stresses that both subjects 
share the excessive pressure under which they are 
placed to respond to a perverse demand. The 
sadist’s position has therefore to be understood as 
that of a perpetual “persecuted persecutor.” 

Furthermore, as Jacques Lacan (1901-1981) 
shows in his 1962—3 seminar, L’Angoisse, the sadist’s 
fantasy of domination is founded on a strong behef: 
that he or she will be able to actually “exhibit” the 
object of desire by cutting it out of his/her partner’s 
body (see lack). Sade’s scenographies as well as the 
varied practices of bondage in S/M are a perfect 
illustration of this. 
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The late 1970s New York S/M bar scene opened 
its crypts to reveal a chic imagery adopted by the 
mainstream media through WiUiam Friedkin’s film 
Cruising (1980), and Michael Grumley’s Hard Corps: 
Studies in Leather and Sado-masochism (1977), in which 
Ed GaUuci’s photographs prefigured Robert Map¬ 
plethorpe’s, certainly the most representative “sa¬ 
distic postmodern.” With cartoons (Tom of 
Finland), photographs (Joel Peter Witkin), literature 
(Kathy Acker, Angela Carter), other avant-garde S/ 
M artists succeeded in shocking spectators into an 
ambivalent seduction where the latter are forced to 
admit that they too share these fantasies. 

“Fluman beings’ sexual practices determine 
their language,” states Philippe SoUers in Lois 
(1972). Do the postmodern and the sadist share the 
same language? They relate to their objects of 
desire in complete contraposition: the sadist aims at 
mastery over the (inanimate) object while the 
postmodern displaces it in a continuous meto¬ 
nymy. Simulacra, transgression, theatricality 
and undecidability may indeed be parts of the S/ 
M stenography. But the sadist subject as such 
cannot be conceived as merely mascarading or 
parodying. The sadist’s wish for a mastery is 
organized around a phallocentrism that makes 
him or her into the necessary interlocutor of the 
postmodern masochist as the latter aims at 
reclaiming and legitimizing his or her mode of 
puissance. The postmodern sadist is benevolent and 
politically correct as s-he is mostly a theoretician of 
masochism itself. Outside of the playfulness of 
postmodern art, especially in Europe, the return to 
Sade, characteristic of French surrealism and 
modernity, recalls that sadism has a monstrous 
historical ancestor in nazism (see Artaud, Anto¬ 
nin; Bataille, Georges; Blanchot, Maurice; 
Lacan, Jacques). The ambivalent presence of 
sadism in the late twentieth century has to be 
interpreted as a symptom of postmodernity 
marking its borders rather than one of its features. 
The postmodern sadist could be seen as a 
prophetic figure announcing the return in cultural 
consciousness of a repressed desire for mastery over 
an inanimate “real,” the very “real” which 
technology and science are continuously construct¬ 
ing as palpable and fractionable. 

See also: desire; self/other; undecidabihty 
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Said, Edward W. 

b. 1935, Jerusalem, Palestine 
Intellectual 

Edward W. Said, Coliunbia University Professor of 
Comparative Literature, is a literary and cultural 
critic, and most notably a passionate intellectual. 
The rigor of Said’s writings explores critical issues 
of cultural representation. 

Said unearths epistemological shifts in thought 
that challenges moral and aesthetic ramifications of 
the processes, effects, and affects of colonialism. 
Orientalism, imperialism, nationalism, and xeno¬ 
phobia. Said’s position as an inteUectual is not 
simply as a point of critique; rather, he questions 
literature or a topos of thinking in its own historical 
terms, and suspiciously reflects on the representa¬ 
tions and images of it in culture. Said ineisively 
addresses issues of exile in terms of Palestinian self- 
determination of cultural and geographic indepen¬ 
dence. Said’s two adroitly rendered works, Orient¬ 
alism and Culture and Imperialism, unfold what is at 
stake in hegemonic structures of knowledge and 
histories of representing culture and identity. He 
also poignandy illuminates issues concerning the 
imaging of Islam in the media, hterary criticism 
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and the novel-as-colonial/cultural-document, mu¬ 
sic commentary in terms of its social and cultural 
milieu, and the significance of the intellectual in 
culture. Said’s text, Representations of the Intellectual, 
speaks of the importance of commitment and risk 
in intellectual life. He writes of the need to 
challenge assumptions in thinking and knowing, 
and to question, with clarity and profundity, the 
dogma of belief, knowledge and power. 

For Said, the role of the intellectual is in 
opposition to academics, professionalism, and the 
specialization of knowledge in expertise. His 
unabashed commitment to intellectual life is as a 
crucial thinker on issues of culture and identity. 
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SalecI, Renata 

b. 9 January 1962, Slovenj Gradec, 
Slovenia 

Philosopher and sociologist 

Renata SalecI is one of the leading members of the 
Slovene Lacanian School whose membership 
also includes Mladen Dolar, Slavo Zizek and 
Alenka Zupancic. Her wirings are guided primar¬ 
ily by six theoretical interests; Lacanian psycho¬ 
analysis, German idealism, ideology critique, law, 
gender, and aesthetics. 

Recognizing that there is a problematic relation 
between ideology and politics, SalecI takes up the 
task of examining a series of related issues central 
to Western theory since the collapse of socialism in 
Eastern Europe in the late 1980s. Her first book to 
appear in English, The Spoils of Freedom, discusses 


the relationship of feminism to democracy, rights, 
nationalism, and subjectivity. In particular, 
SalecI uses Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic notion 
of fantasy as the basis for a new critical conception 
of the political subject. 

Contrary to many theorists who see subjectivity 
itself as a problem for a more democratic politics, 
SalecI argues that the foundation of nationalist, 
racist, or patriarchal ideologies is not the cogito as 
such, but is, rather, the way in which the cogito has 
been understood. By way of contrast, SalecI argues 
that the subject is split whereby the subject exists in 
a contrary relation to itself as subject. She then 
points to Lacan’s notion of fantasy as an agency 
through which subjective relations are filtered, 
noting that fantasy stages a scenario which conceals 
the fact that behind every ideology lies an element 
of enjoyment (jouissance). Since this kernel resists 
being fully integrated into the ideological universe, 
when one identifies with a political discourse, what 
one is relating to is the staged fantasy behind the 
ideological meaning of the political discourse. 

What is crucial to Salecl’s analysis, which is 
further developed in (Per) Versions of Love and Hate, is 
the way in which the subject takes something from 
the object that she or he loves/hates. Focusing on 
the contours of love and hate, she notes that in a 
postmodern society there is radical shift in the 
subject’s identification with the symbolic order. 
Rather than bringing liberation, however, this 
disbelief in a big “Other” triggers regression into 
various forms of violence. This return to violence 
indicates how the contemporary subject deals with 
his or her lack, as well as the lack in the Other. 
Salecl’s innovation here is to argue that freedom 
and solidarity are impossible without fantasy and 
that the idea of politics without fantasy is an illusion. 
Ultimately SalecI argues, the most instructive way 
to prevent sexist, racist, and nationalist conflicts is 
to maintain the distance between the ideological 
meaning of poMcal discourse and its surmise. 
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Saramago, Jose 

b. 16 November 1922, Azinhaga, Portugal 

novelist, essayist, and playwright 

Throughout his writings, Saramago, the 1998 Nobel 
Laureate, has been concerned Math postmodern 
themes: binary ambiguities; the construction of 
reality; novels as texts rather than as authoritative 
statements, and the fragmentation of identity. Often, 
these concerns are investigated in novels that carry 
echoes of Cervantes, Swift, Gogol, and Kafka. 

His first novel, Terra do pecado, (Country of Sin) 
published in 1947 when Saramago was twenty-four 
and since disowned by him, is a tale of peasants in 
moral crisis. For the next twenty-nine years, though 
occasionally publishing poems or plays, he did not 
write another novel, ostensibly in protest against 
Europe’s longest running fascistic dictatorship, that 
of Antonio Salazar, which was deposed only in 1974 
by a military uprising. In 1969 Saramago joined the 
Portuguese Communist Party, of which he is stiU a 
member. In 1976 he published Manual de pintura e 
calHgrajia, (Manual of Painting and Calligraphy; like 
its predecessor, it has not yet been translated), a 
work concerned with the maintaining of ideals in a 
world of materialism and superficial values. Follow¬ 
ing this came Levantando do chao (Raised from the 
Ground, also untranslated) a story of repression 
under the Salazar regime. 

With Memorial do convento in 1982 (Memories of 
the Convent), translated into English in 1987 as 
Baltasar and Blimunda, Saramago’s work becomes 
richer and, not coincidentally, more fully post¬ 
modern. The novel is set in eighteenth-century 
Portugal during the Inquisition, and explores 
various binary ambiguities: the individual and 
organized religion, religion and science, rulers 
and the ruled, those who labor and those who 
luxuriate. Its main characters are a handicapped 


war veteran Baltasar and the visionary Blimunda, 
who hope to power a flying machine — created by a 
priest - by human wills, which the hypersensory 
Blimunda can see and capture. This occurs against 
the backdrop of the construction of the Mafra 
Convent by the Portuguese King John, and 
inevitably brings the two into conflict with the 
religious authorities. While it investigates the 
conflicts the multiple binary opposites create, it is 
also an ironic comment on the uses of power. 

In 1984 came 0 ano da morte de Ricardo Reis (The 
Year of the Death of Ricardo Reis, translation 
published inl991), which follows the return to 
Portugal of Ricardo Reis, one of the heteronyms of 
the great Portuguese modernist poet Fernando 
Pessoa. Reis is treated as a real person. Mho, in 
1936 - significandy, the first year of Salazar’s reign 
- returns from self-imposed exile in Brazil to die in 
his homeland. His guide on this journey is the 
ghost of Pessoa himself, who forces Reis (and 
through him the reader) to reconsider the nature of 
both art and reality. Many consider this to be 
Saramago’s greatest work. 

1986 brought A jangada de pedra {The Stone Raft, 
translation published 1994), in which the Iberian 
peninsula breaks free of Europe and floats into the 
Atlantic, coming to rest midway between South 
America and Africa. While it has been read as both a 
neo-conservative tract, indicating Saramago’s desire 
to resist European union, and as a comment on the 
Americanization of western Europe, Saramago 
maintains that both readings are reductive. It is, 
instead, he argues, an investigation into fragmenta¬ 
tion and national identity, issues which are not as 
simply resolved as many would wish. In Historia do 
Cerco de Lisboa (The History of the Siege of Lisbon, 
1991), a proofreader changes Portuguese history by 
inserting the M^ord “not” into a standard textbook, 
detailing the crusaders’ help in recapturing Lisbon 
for the King of Portugal from the Moors. Raimimdo, 
the proofreader who inserts the “not,” thus denying 
the aid of the crusaders in Portuguese history, is not 
deceitful in Saramago’s view: history is. The book for 
him is “a meditation on history as truth or history as 
supposition, as one of the possibilities, but not as a lie 
even though it is often deceitful.” History, in other 
words, is a fiction, not because what is written is 
untrue, but because in the very act of imposing a 
narrative structure on historical events, we must 
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leave out others, the inclusion of which would 
necessitate a different history. 

In 1991 appeared 0 Evangelho Segtmdo Jesus Cristo 
(The Gospel According to Jesus Christ, translation 
published 1993), which carries forward the theme 
of treating fictional characters as real, and real 
characters as fictional. Jesus, in this version, is the 
wandering son of a carpenter, whose conception is 
perhaps less than immaculate and who has sexual 
relations with Mary Magdalene. The book was 
denounced by the Catholic church because in it 
God is portrayed as a bullying father willing to 
sacrifice his son in order to found a religion that 
will bring pain, death and intolerance. Part of the 
book’s sting is, of course, that it rewrites the tenants 
of nearly all of western history. Most recently 
translated is Ensaio sobre a Cegueira (translated as 
Blindness, 1995), in which all the residents save one 
of a modern city go blind, and which explores the 
nature of reality and perception. It is also one of 
Saramago’s darkest works, detailing a nearly end¬ 
less array of cruelties that humans inflict on one 
another in the names of science, faith, and reason. 
StiU awaiting translation is his most recent novel 
Todos os Names (AH the Names) (1997). 
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PAUL GRINER 

Saussure^ Ferdinand de 

b. 26 November 1857, Geneva, Switzer¬ 
land; d. 22 February 1913, Geneva, 
Switzerland 

Linguist 

Trained in the disciplines of chemistry, physics, 
theology, and, later, languages, Saussure began a 
teaching career at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes 


Etudes in Paris after obtaining his doctorate from 
the University of Leipzig in 1880. Eleven years 
later he was named professor of Sanskrit and Indo- 
European languages at the University of Geneva. 
Beginning in the early 1900s, Saussure offered his 
course on general linguistics that would later form, 
through tlic work of students compiling lecture 
notes, his famous posthumous work entitled Course 
in General Linguistics. Considered the father of 
structuralism or modern linguistic structuralism, 
Saussure’s achievement came in distinguishing, in 
language, the synchrony of langue from the 
diachrony of parole (speech), with the former 
consisting in the “treasure hoard deposited” by 
subjects of a speech community in their speech 
acts. Saussure divided the word into a signifier, the 
historically changing phonematic “differential ele¬ 
ment” of signification, and a signified or concept 
determined by the relations of that element with 
the other signifiers of the language (its valeur). In the 
act of parole the speaker can change the meaning of 
the signifier or invent new signifiers, but this 
creativity is controlled by the acceptance or 
rejection of the new product by the speech 
community. 

In the 1950s, such thinkers as Roland Barthes, 
Claude Levi-Strauss, Roman Jakobson, and 
Jacques Lacan saw the importance of Saussure’s 
work in the areas of literary and cultural criticism, 
anthropology, and psychoanalysis. Saussure’s work 
had a revolutionary impact on the following 
generation of philosophers, functioning as the 
theoretical basis for Jacques Derrida’s decon¬ 
struction. Freeing the sign from its object in the 
world, Saussure initiated the concept of the 
arbitrariness of signification in the formation of 
language. Saussure’s linguistic turn offered post¬ 
structuralists an opportunity to advance a theory 
of language in which signs take on meaning in 
opposition to other signs within the same system. 
While Saussure’s emphasis was on the spoken 
word, poststructuralists focused on writing and the 
differential sign-system, rejecting the nomencla- 
turist position. 

Within postmodern studies, Saussure’s linguistic 
turn and the subsequent poststructuralist turn 
allow for a textual semiotics that point toward 
the significance of language at the center of 
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intellectual inquiry. Saussure’s structuralism ap¬ 
plied to the cultural space offers an interrogation of 
forces that not only shape but create meaning and 
value in the humanities and social sciences. 
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PETER CANNING 

schizoanalysis 

Schizoanalysis is a method introduced by Deleuze 
and Guattari in Anti-Oedipus as a radical alternative 
to psychoanalysis, which they demonstrate to be 
complicit with capitalism; the critical activities 
grouped under the term “schizoanalysis” are later 
(in A Thousand Plateaus and elsewhere) given 
alternate names, including “rhizomatics,” “noma- 
dology” and “micropolitics,” to highlight the 
multiple forms of intervention they make possible. 

In its original form, schizoanalysis consists of 
three “tasks,” one destructive and two positive. 
Anti-Oedipus focuses mainly on the destructive task, 
while A Thousand Plateaus multipKes the positive 
ones. The destructive impetus is directed against 
psychoanalysis’s essential complicity with the 
restrictive aspects of capitalism, which derives from 
their shared appropriation of decoded flows of 
hbido and labor that had been coded or con¬ 
strained in earher societies (for example, through 
exclusions based on caste, gender or race). 
Decoding itself is not the problem; indeed, in the 
form of “deterritorialization,” decoding is one of 
the most revolutionary concepts in schizoanalysis. 
The problem is that both capital and psycho¬ 
analysis also “reterritorialize” or recode the 
decoded flows in order to make them fit back into 
capitalist production. Both capital and psycho¬ 


analysis impose arbitrary limits on desire, the 
common substance of libido and labor, which is in 
itself a process without limit, law or lack. The 
destructive work of schizoanalysis lies in attacking 
the large-scale or “molar” structures installed in 
the society and the psyche in order to control the 
polymorphous multiplicity of “molecular” desir¬ 
ing machines: schizophrenization, or schizo¬ 
phrenia as process, undoes static structures like 
the unified, unisex subject of Oedipahzation, the 
rigid symbolic triangulation of the family that 
reproduces that subject, the apparatus of the state, 
and even linguistic representation itself This 
unreservedly destructive work breaks radically with 
the Hegelian Aujhebung (preservation in destruc¬ 
tion), which is the philosophical equivalent of 
capitahst accumulation; schizoanalysis is nondia- 
lectical, though it retains Marxist elements. 

The first of the positive tasks of schizoanalysis 
consists in discovering within the subject the 
desiring-machines of which it is constructed. 
Desiring machines are not to be interpreted; that 
is the mistake psychoanalysis made, which forced it 
to posit the unconscious as structural or linguistic, 
productive only of theatrical or dream representa¬ 
tions to be interpreted, rather than machinic and 
hence productive and functional in a much broader 
fashion. To discover desiring machines, one must 
see how they function or connect with one another, 
and what their connections and disconnections 
produce. The second positive task is again one of 
discovery: in every case the schizoanalyst must 
distinguish the molar preconscious investments of 
class or interest from the molecular unconscious 
investments of group or desire. For example, the 
Russian revolution failed, Deleuze and Guattari 
claim, because the Bolsheviks maintained paranoid 
and repressive unconscious investments despite 
their revolutionary pre-conscious investments. 

See also: rhizome 
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TIMOTHY S. MURPHY 

science 

For the postmodern mind, science, including 
technology more broadly, is but one manifesta¬ 
tion of the modernist faith in the human progres¬ 
sion toward truth. In deconstructing this faith, 
postmodern theorists have characterized science as 
a powerfully alienating and inaccessible institution, 
one that masquerades as truth-seeking but remains 
motivated solely by a dogmatic allegiance to the 
status quo. Michel Foucault’s work on the 
relationship between power and (scientific) knowl¬ 
edge is exemplary of the postmodern critique. In 
contrast, for many analytic philosophers, pedago¬ 
gues and other self-styled keepers of the modernist 
faith, “science” names an institution that stands 
alone against the error, irrationalism, and mob 
psychology peddled collectively by science critics 
such as Thomas Kuhn, Richard Rorty and any 
number of feminists, Marxists, and postmodernists. 

However it is only from the perspective of the 
modernist gatekeepers that this variety of critical 
positions could appear as a singular voice. Within 
the various science critiques there is a tension 
between a number of different claims. One is the 
more modernist claim that truth-seeking is possible 
and desirable but that science has, in various ways, 
failed at this task. A second is the more 
postmodernist version that it is truth-seeking itself 
that requires radical deconstruction. Even 
within this latter claim, there are both modernist 
and postmodernist conceptions of the dcconstruc- 
tionist project. Rorty and Donald Davidson, for 
example, support the deconstruction of philosophi¬ 
cal theories of truth, but both think weU of the 
work-a-day version of truth used by scientists. Also, 
many feminists and marxists, while sympathetic to 
Foucault’s thesis, have produced thoroughly mod¬ 


ern critiques of science that reject certain versions 
of the postmodern deconstruction of truth. 

One feature shared by those science critics and 
commentators influenced by postmodern thought 
is the characterization of science as a set of 
practices and conventions, rather than as an 
abstract collection of disembodied theories. This 
focus critiques two aspects of the traditional 
modernist picture of science. The first is a critique 
of the modernist claim that science and theory are 
conceptually separate from technology and prac¬ 
tice. The second is a critique of the modernist 
tendency to privilege the former pair over the 
latter. By characterizing science as a commrinity 
of technicians engaged in various forms of knowl¬ 
edge production, postmodern theorists have been 
able to examine the numerous constraints that 
science communities face, constraints that re¬ 
mained opaque under the classical modernist 
conception. 

See also: community; feminism and 
postmodernism; modernism; power; technology 
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SHARYN CLOUGH 

self/other 

The self/other is a binary ideological, linguistic, 
philosophical, psychoanalytic, and social construe- 
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tion that posits a state of ideal existence against one 
of non-existence. Since the rise of postmodernity, 
self/other has overwhelmingly represented the 
exclusionary relationship between subjects who 
occupy opposite positions on the center/margin 
models of race, gender and otherwise political 
power relations. Self is characterized as aU that is 
positive; a sense of actuality, significance and 
wholeness. Other, as its opposite, is negative, 
signifying nothingness, emptiness and lack, and 
therefore, outside the center of identity and 
authority. The self also represents possibilities for 
agency and fuUy inhabited subjectivity, while other 
is dispossessed and incapable of self-actualization. 
Simone de Beauvoir, a forerunner of twentieth- 
century feminist thought (see feminism and 
postmodernism) proposed the assumption that 
in the self/other relationship, women learns to 
occupy the position of other, object, and therefore 
negative counterpart to the subject, man. 

The binary relationship between self and other 
suggests that the “I” of the self cannot exist without 
the “non-I” or the non-entity of the other. The self, 
in effect creates the other to ensure its existence 
and vice versa. Proponents of feminist, marxist, 
postcolonial, and race theory view the relation¬ 
ship of self to other as one of domination and 
exclusion that maintains unequal power relations 
in support of patriarchal, imperialistic, racist and 
other ideologically oppressive conditions. Theor¬ 
ists, such as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, have 
suggested the deployment of a strategic “other¬ 
ness,” or identity politics leveling unequal power 
relations and disabling this binary opposition. 

Self/other may also convey both an image of a 
self-divided individual, as in the psychoanalytic (see 
psychoanalytic movement) approach of the 
fractured subject. Often the self is conceived of as 
subject to its own reflection, or shadow as in 
Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory of the 
mirror stage in human emotional and social 
development. In this conception of seUhood, the 
self, or the “I,” inherently recognizes it’s own other 
within, a self-recognition and self-reflexivity for 
which postmodern understandings of identity are 
known (see alterity). 
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LISA M. ORTIZ 

semiosis 

Semiosis is the activity or process of signification, 
the doing of what signs do insofar as they are signs. 
The word, derived from the Ancient Greek root 
“semeion,” “sign,” and the suffix “sis,” denoting 
act, activity, or process of, enjoyed no philosophical 
vogue in ancient philosophy imtil the Hellenistic 
Period that followed the death of Aristotle in 322 
BCE; and it fell into desuetude from early in the first 
millennium of the Common Era until the end of 
the nineteenth century. With the efflorescence of 
modern semiotics in the twentieth century 
however, it has undergone a remarkable shift in 
fortune. Now widely acknowledged as a funda¬ 
mental concept within the theory of signs, 
“semiosis” serves, amongst other things, as the 
title of an international journal in the field. 

The thinker initially responsible for rescuing the 
concept of semiosis from obscurity was the 
American polymath Charles Sanders Peirce, 
who first used the term in a sustained way in 
1905 in expounding his distinctive brand of 
pragmatism. For Peirce, pragmatism was a method, 
not a doctrine, intended to help thinkers ascertain 
the meanings of hard concepts, not to determine 
the truth of things. Peirce’s vast and detailed 
semiotics was developed with an eye to further¬ 
ing this pragmatist aim of “making our ideas 
clear.” 

A crucial premiss of Peirce’s 1905 argument for 
pragmatism is “the view that every thought is a 
sign.” In view of this thesis, he was prompted to 
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pay close attention to “the action of a sign,” that is, 
to semiosis. By “semiosis,” he explains, he means 
“an action or influence, which is, or involves, a 
cooperation of three subjects... [in a] tri-relative 
influence not... in any way resolvable into actions 
between pairs” (Buchler 1955: 282). “Being north 
of” or “colliding into” are examples of dyadic 
relations or “actions between pairs,” for even if 
several cars or atoms collide into each other at 
once, the resulting situation calls for nothing more 
than such dyadic actions for its analysis: if A, B, 
and C collide into each other what happens is 
nothing other than that A collides with B and vice 
versa, B with C and vice versa, and C with A and 
\ice versa. The relation of giving, by contrast shows 
itself to be essentially triadic precisely because it 
cannot be resolved into a sum of dyadic relations. 
As giving B to G is not, for example, adequately 
accoimted for as the sum of As relinquishing B and 
C’s acquiring it. That analysis would not distin¬ 
guish As ^ing B to C from C’s taking B from A. 

The three things related in Peircean semiosis are 
a sign, its object, and its interpretant. This 
relationship is brought clearly to light by consider¬ 
ing what is involved in learning the meaning of a 
word in a foreign language. When a speaker of 
English learns that the French term for snow is la 
neige, what comes to be understood is that the 
object of the previously unintelhgible French sign is 
the same as the object of the familiar English sign 
“snow.” The English word is thus the interpretant of 
the French one, the common object of both signs 
being snow, the actual stuff itself 

Words, though, are but one variety of sign, 
species of a genus that Peirce calls symbols. In 
addition to symbolic semiosis, there is also iconic 
and indexical semiosis. A sign functions iconically 
when it represents its object in virtue of a shared 
character — as a carpet swatch indicates a color by 
having it itself; a sign functions indexically when it 
represents its object in virtue of being individually 
affected by it - as a weather vane is affected by the 
wind in such a way as to allow the vane to indicate 
the direction of the wind; and a sign functions 
symbohcaUy when it represents its objects in virtue 
of estabhshed habits or laws - as the words of a 
language mean what they do in virtue of the 
ingrained habits of its speakers. 

Peirce’s conception of semiosis has been adopted 


and adapted by many twentieth-century semioti- 
cians, Charles Morris, Thomas Sebeok, and 
Umberto Eco being tliree of the most prominent. 
The most influential eompeting approach has its 
roots in the work of the French linguist Ferdinand 
de Saussure. This “continental structuralist” 
school of thinking about signs focusses more 
exclusively on language than did Peirce, and differs 
from the Peircean tradition most markedly in its 
pronounced downplaying of the relationship be¬ 
tween signs and their objects. Saussure and his 
successors such as Louis Hjemslev suspect that 
research into the nature of the relationship between 
signs and objects in the world is doomed to futility 
and that linguistics should accordingly restrict its 
attention to language conceived as a realm of 
internally related forms. Particularly significant for 
Saussure is the idea that signification is possible 
only on the basis of “pure differences without 
positive terms.” What makes two distinct inscrip¬ 
tions or acoustic emissions instances of the same 
word - for example “snow” - is, according to 
Saussure the differing roles of two kinds of 
difference. On the one hand, there are the 
noticeable and significant differences between 
instances of “snow” and instances of other words 
in English, and on the other there is the absence of 
meaningful differences between different oecur- 
rences of “snow,” such differences as there are here 
(in pitch or ink color or whatever) being precisely 
Insignificant. Saussurian semiosis, unlike Peircean 
semiosis, owes everything to relationships beriveen 
words, and nothing to relationships betv\'een words 
and the world. 

As is evident from the example given earlier, 
Peirce agrees that the interpretant of a linguistic 
sign will itself be another sign (in the case of 
translation it wiU be a word in another language). 
In fact, he holds the stronger thesis that all 
interpretants must themselves be signs of some 
kind. But though Peirce allows tliat semiosis can 
never lead one out of the circle of signs to an 
interpretant not itself a sign, he maintains as well 
that semiosis is possible only on the condition that 
users of signs have already some prior acquain¬ 
tance with the objects of the signs they employ. 
Typically, this prior acquaintance will be through 
sense perception, Peirce’s theory of which blends 
semiotic, interpretive with non-semiotic, indexical 
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elements in a rich and illuminating way. It is the 
prerogative of Peirce an semiosis to allow knowl¬ 
edge to grow, but not to give birth to it from 
nothing. 
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MARK MIGOTTI 

semiotics 

The science of semiotics investigates the life of signs 
in society, using language as the primary model 
across which all other modeling systems are 
understood: with the shift from form to the study 
of structural systems, codes, and mechanisms that 
underlie form and make it meaningful, literary 
critics become cultural critics, who describe culture 
by charting its interlaced sign systems. 

Semiotics develops from two theoretical begin¬ 
nings: semiotics as the study of the sign and 
semiology as the study of language as a sign system. 
Charles Sanders Peirce and his American and 
Italian descendants focus on the logical relationship 
of signs to meaning and addressee. They concen¬ 
trate on semantics, syntactics, and pragmatics, the 
structure of the sign, and the process of semiosis. 
For Ferdinand de Saussure, on tire other hand, a 
sign’s meaning is a function of its structural value 
within language as a system. His approach led to 
the rise of structuralism in France, and the 
various poststructuralisms and postmodernisms 
that develop from it. Peirce’s work was adopted 


primarily by logic-minded linguists, but his reten¬ 
tion of the subject and more open attitude to the 
sign also influenced psychoanalytic studies and 
feminisms. 

Peirce’s semiotics is a ternary system with a sign, 
its object, and an interpretant. The interpretant is 
not simply a person, but the person’s conception of 
the sign that stands for and translates the initial 
sign. Influenced by American pragmatics, Peirce 
retains a place for the language users’ experience. 
We can have direct experience, but can only have 
knowledge of that experience through signs. Even 
though the subject interprets reahty via language, 
Peirce stiU maintains that it can be accurately 
represented. Umberto Eco extends Peirce an semio¬ 
tics into a theory of culture. Peirce’s concepts of an 
interpretant and infinite semiosis - signs deferring 
meaning by endlessly referring to other signs - are 
vital to A Theory of Semiotics. Here, Eco proposes a 
dialectic between codes (signification) and modes of 
sign production (communication) that mediates 
discourse and reality. Substituting a concept of sign 
function for sign, he sees semiotics as an ongoing 
cultural production that informs everything from 
zoology to medicine and music. 

In distinction to Peirce’s ternary system, Saus¬ 
sure developed a binary model that makes major 
breaks with the philosophical and philological 
tradition of the nineteenth century. In Course in 
General Linguistics, he turns away from a diachronic, 
historical approach to the study of language. For 
him, science cannot deal with speech, parole. 
Rather, language has to be seen as the synclironic, 
stable system that makes speech possible, langue. 
This synchronic focus severs the system from any 
reference to historical objects. A sign is not a 
physical word or object, but the unification of 
signifier (word/image) and signified (concept). The 
signifier has no necessary cormection to any 
concept: it is arbitrarily coded into langue via 
cultural convention. Similarly, the signified is 
formed by its place within the differential system 
of signs. What makes meaning for Saussure is the 
fact that “dog” is different from “log” and from 
“cog” in our sign system. These terms are mean¬ 
ingful because they differ from each other rather 
than correspond in some essential way to an object, 
leaving Saussure to privilege difference over 
sameness. Thus any discussion of unity or cen- 
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teredness becomes problematic, reversing modern 
subjective philosophy. Instead of constituting the 
language that creates the world, the speaker and 
the speaking are constituted by the linguistic 
system. 

Saussure’s structural linguistics was advanced by 
Russians, like Roman Jakobson, who provided a 
formal and structural tradition for Soviet semioti- 
cians. Formalist Vladimir Propp analyzed the 
morphology of characters, motifs and plots through 
the historical study of religion and myth, describing 
the langue of narrative tropes that constructs 
Russian folk tales. Jan Mukarovsky, of the Prague 
Linguistics Circle, explored the interplay between 
these cultural codes that inform artistic production 
and individual aesthetic expression/interpretation. 
For him, art in fact breaks these cultural norms. 
Norm and artistic value function through a 
dialectical process that provides a way to under¬ 
stand signs diachronicaUy. Soviet semioticians 
generally sought to examine the interrelationships 
between diachronic and synchronic systems. But 
their return to history was informed by structure 
and system, which allowed them to deal with 
present discourse production. Juri Lotman, for 
example, sees meaning as a function of both the 
structure internal to a text and the external coding 
that informs the reader, which presents the 
possibility of recoding a text that arises with 
various poststructural models. 

In France, Claude Levi-Strauss’s structuralism 
explicidy places anthropology in the field of 
semiology by reading kinship relations as a 
language, extending linguistie logic to all social 
and mental phenomena. His studies of myth argue 
that like signifiers and signifieds, the basic elements 
of myth derive meaning from their interrelation¬ 
ships within a system of other myths, cultural 
codes, and social practices, which are structured 
\ia oppositions that resolve social conflicts. Also 
during the 1950s, Roland Barthes examined 
contemporary French “mythology.” Adding con¬ 
notation and metalanguage to Saussure’s signifier 
and signified allowed Barthes to posit myth, or 
ideology, as a semiological system structured 
through binaries that naturalize history. Myth gets 
read as fact, rather than an historical, semiotically 
coded system. In Elements of Semiology, Barthes 
argues that aU culturally constructed expressions. 


whether fashion, cuisine, or literature, presuppose 
such a system that functions as the condition of 
possibility for social meaning. 

By 1966, Jacques Derrida had sounded the 
death knell of structuralism, arguing that Levi- 
Strauss’s universalization of binarism has no fixed 
foundation. But this possibility was already there in 
Barthes. Saussure saw linguistics as a species of 
semiology, but Barthes recognized semiology as a 
species of linguistics because we ean only under¬ 
stand signs via language. Giving primacy over to 
language allowed Barthes to make the poststruc- 
turahst turn and move langue from an over-arching 
system to a system built out of particular texts. 
Every text, every culturally constructed expression, 
carries within it its own langue that cannot be 
universalized. But for Barthes, the poststructuralist 
turn is not a turn away from semiology. In The 
Semiotic Challenge, he sees the development from a 
science of semiology to one open to pleasure, the 
particular, and the interpretant as a phase of 
semiology. With Barthes, cultural criticism makes 
the transformation back to a form of literary 
criticism; the cultural critic becomes a literary 
figure. 

See also: BaudriUard, Jean; Lacan, Jaques 
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BYRON HAWK 


semiotic chora 

A semiotic chora is the movement of possibility in 
the polysemy of words, and of a subject in 
“process/on trial,” and between proposition-laden 
consciousnesses. Pre-symbolic, the chora is a 
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rhythmic motility of energy and psychic drives that 
perpetually condenses and displaces into stases and 
phases. This rhythmic motihty is heterogenous, 
synchronic, and necessary to the order of the 
symbolic. Neither semantic, nor syntactic, the 
ordering of the chora follows biological and societal 
constraints. The constant motility of the drives 
prevents the definite identification of the signifier 
with the signified, and the positing of a transcen¬ 
dental ego. 

See also: Derrida, Jacques; Lacan, Jacques; 
Kristeva, Julia; sign/signifier/signified; signifying 
practice 
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NOELLE VAHANIAN 

sensible transcendental 

Coined by the contemporary theorist Luce Iri- 
garay, the term sensible (or female) transcendental is 
significant to postmodernity because of its radical 
disruption of “the split between material and ideal, 
body and spirit, immanence and transcendence, 
and their assignment to women and men respec¬ 
tively.” The disruption aims most clearly at the 
dominant cultural discourse referred to as phaUo- 
gocentrism or monotheism (Irigaray 1991: 117). 
The sensible transcendental aims to displace the subject 
of certainty (cogito) posited in the third of Descar¬ 
tes’s Meditations; a universal, disembodied identity 
historically privileged by phaUogocentric discourse 
(see logocentrism). Indicative of postmodern 
feminism, Irigaray subverts the phaUogocentric 
discourse that privileges a male subject whose 
existence is subtended by a divine absolute. In 
order to establish a female subject within this 
discourse, Irigaray proposes the paradoxical, am¬ 
biguous term “sensible transcendental’ as a metapho¬ 


rical junction of body and spirit. The sensible 
transcendental addresses the abstraction of the cogto 
from a sensible realm culturaUy inscribed as 
feminine. 

FundamentaUy, the sensible transcendental functions 
as a Derridean hinge term [la Brisure) in exposing 
the arbitrary nature of binary linguistic structures. 
By subverting the hierarchical relation of transcen¬ 
dent/immanent and their gender-specific refer¬ 
ents, a hinge term unhinges the logic (A/not A) 
securing the fixed identity of the first term as a 
referent for the negated identity of the second. As a 
hinge term, the sensible transcendental disrupts tradi¬ 
tional, meta-theological concepts of the divine by 
locating the transcendent within its immanent and 
specifically feminine essence. Irigaray’s sensible 
transcendental, as corporeal, sexuate and subject to 
becoming addresses two key issues indicative of 
postmodernity: (1) the suspicion cast upon the 
subject of certainty which uncovers its ahistoricit); 
and (2) the absence of a female subject, specificaUy, 
the transcendence of the immanent prima materia 
she represents within phaUogocentric discourse. 

As a utopic ideal, the sensible transcendental 
provides a horizon and context for gendered 
identity (see Irigaray 1993: 55-72). As a specific 
term, sensible transcendental refers to a symbolic 
process of redistribution that both incarnates the 
male subject of certainty, and provides a symbolic 
referent for female identity. In creating a meta¬ 
phorical hiatus in the disruption of binary 
structures and their gendered referents, the sensible 
transcendental discloses a transformative dimension 
of symbolic language. Indicative of postmoderni¬ 
ty’s concern with the ethical, Irigaray locates the 
transformative dimension in the exchange between 
radicaUy different gendered subjects of discourse as 
the basis for identity and community referred to as 
“the transcendence of the flesh of one to the other” 
(Irigaray 1993a: 82). 

See also: ethics; exteriority; Levinas, Emmanuel 
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ELE.A.NOR PONTORIERO 

Serres, Michel 

b. 1 September 1930, Agen, France 
Philosopher 

In an era of extreme specialization, Michel Serres 
consciously strives to extend the centuries-old 
philosophical tradition of thinking within and 
among the humanities, arts and sciences, to honor 
“the time when any philosopher worthy of the 
name was a dabbler in everything. The entire 
encyclopedia of knowledge of their times is foimd 
in the works of Plato, Aristotie, Saint Thomas, 
Descartes, Leibniz, Pascal, Hegel and Auguste 
Comte... Philosophy relies on a totalization of 
knowledge, he who practices it must do his 
fieldwork, must travel everywhere. At the very 
least it is like the labors of Hercules.” This 
approach produces a polymorphous corpus that 
touches almost every area of human thought and 
defies easy categorization (explaining in part why 
Bruno Latour calls Serres “nonmodern” rather 
than modern or postmodern). Serres may be 
loosely affiliated with other like-minded thinkers 
such as Henri Atlan, Jacques Monod, Edgar 
Morin, and Ilya Prigogine. In a performative and 
non-systematic manner, his works map out com- 
municational linkages among biology, painting, 
fiction, geometry, physics, sculpture and other 
fields. As “maps,” Serres’s tropological writings 
seek to model and evoke their subject matter, 
allowing them to “speak” with minimal inter¬ 
ference. To achieve this, Serres utilizes scientific 
advances from such fields as thermodynamics, 
information theory, topology and advanced calcu¬ 
lus to study the humanities and arts. Often believed 
to speak different “languages,” Serres locates 
structural similarities (or isomorphisms) among 
the sciences, humanities and arts that permit 
non-hierarchical, multivalent communication to 


occur where previously none seemed possible. 
Thus, Serres may be considered a structuralist, 
but not in the common linguistic or semiotic sense. 

Serres spent his childhood in wartime France, an 
experience which directiy shaped his continued 
attempt to think outside of what he considers to be 
the warlike nature of traditional duafistic opposi¬ 
tions in philosophy and the sciences. In 1947, 
Serres left working with his fisherman father to join 
the Naval Academy (the source of his many 
nautical metaphors) on scholarship and begin 
advanced mathematical training. As his pacifist 
ethics grew, he resigned from the Academy in 
1949, the “sound of Hiroshima” echoing strongly 
in his mind. Three years later he commenced study 
at the Ecole Normale Superieure, in 1955 obtain¬ 
ing an agregation in philosophy. During this period, 
he turned away from the dominant French schools 
of Marxism and phenomenology tow'ard more 
epistemologically-centered approaches as found in 
the work of Duhem, Poincare, and CavaiUes, which 
supplied more concrete, scientificaUy-valid results. 
He then utilized his mathematical training to 
explore the sciences while also branching out into 
new literary and social-scientific fields. Serres 
believes he had no true mentor during this time, 
as few scholars in France worked in applying 
mathematical logic and structures to philosophical 
issues. He wrote his thesis under the philosopher of 
science Gaston Bachelard on the difference 
between the Bourbaki algebraic method and the 
methods of classical mathematics. During 1953M 
he developed an increasing interest in the notion of 
structure used by algebraists and topologists 
(including many of the same concepts that would 
later create the Internet). Serres taught during the 
1960s on the same faculty with Michel Foucault at 
the Universities of Clermont-Ferrand and Vin¬ 
cennes, was awarded the doctorate in 1968 for his 
thesis on Leibniz, Le Systhne de Leibniz et ses modeles 
mathhnatiques, and was later appointed to a chair in 
the History of Science at the Sorbonne. He has also 
received \dsiting appointments at a number of 
American universities. In 1990 he was elected to 
the Academie Fran^aise. 

Serres’s writings may be divided into two stylistic 
periods with the split coming roughly during the 
early 1980s and the publication of The Parasite and 
Genesis. The earher period is more analytical and 
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programmatic while the later becomes more poetic 
and performative. The figure of Leibniz dominates 
the earlier stage as Serres utilizes the Momdology as 
a model for developing a connected system of fluid 
and continuous transformations and translations 
between macro and micro scales of being. Because 
Leibniz conceives each monad as intrinsically 
empty and nothing but the maximal sum of 
possible perspectives of which it is the object, 
Leibniz’s mathematically-inspired synthesization of 
the universal and individual adeptly displays both 
complexity and simplicity and harmonizes scales of 
analysis, producing a decentered, multi-linear and 
aleatory network (in stark contrast to Cartesian 
foundationalism). Serres moves beyond Leibniz, 
who overinflates universal harmony and mandates 
that the real be rational. Serres draws from the 
second law of thermodynamics to show how 
entropy - the irreversible degradation of the 
quality of energy in the universe from useful to 
unusable - reveals that the real is not rational and 
how disorder and randomness form the bulk of the 
universe. Later, the science of information theory 
equates the concepts of contingency and degrada¬ 
tion associated with energy and heat with the 
concept of noise in the domain of communication. 
Serres incorporates this insight to paint a picture of 
the universe as a decentered communicational 
network comprised mainly of noise wherein 
complex, ordered and rational information re¬ 
mains rare and improbable islands of “negen- 
tropy.” 

Serres’s second stage maintains his theoretical 
commitments while shifting to a performative 
modeling of his theories, presenting them in non¬ 
linear, allusive and noisy fashion. While this shift 
entirely keeps with his ethical emphasis on viewing 
dialectical or linear thinking as essentially violent 
and uncreative, it also creates the impression that 
Serres at this juncture ceases being a “philosopher” 
in a traditionally recognizable manner. However, 
Serres believes that to write, for example, a 
“meditation on pure multiplicity” requires that 
one cease to view analytic or literary modes of 
thought as mutually antagonistic and learn to 
effordessly translate among them. An almost 
necessary by-product of this approach is, para¬ 
doxically, the limited ti’ansferability of Serres’s own 
approach: to be Serrean would mean to perform 


yourself, to exhibit qualitatively what it means to 
occupy your position and move in your network. 
For the later Serres “style reveals methodology,” 
and he believes that demonstration remains a more 
elegant proof than epistemologically-centered cri¬ 
tique. If method involves employing a set of closed 
and static functions, Serres remains decidedly 
against method. Rather, he seeks moments of 
creation in the “between” of the desire for, on the 
one hand, rigorous apodicity and empirical 
demonstration and, on the other, the play of 
invention and increased awareness of unassimilable 
difierence. 
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MARC HANES 

sign/signifier/signified 

As a whole, the sign refers to the unification of a 
concept and a sound image, that is, the signified 
(concept, idea, or thing designated by the signifier) 
and the signifier (sound or scriptive symbol, or 
word). The sign constitutes the cornerstone of most 
postmodern debates concerning language, cul¬ 
ture, and meaning. 

Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory of the sign is 
described in a series of lectures collected under the 
tide Course in General Linguistics (1915). Saussure’s 
theory resides at the very core of postmodern 
theory. Along with Karl Marx, Sigmund Freud, 
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and Fredrich Nietzsche, Saussure is one of the 
most important historical figures who has reshaped 
the way that language and knowledge have been 
perceived. The implications of Saussure’s reconsi¬ 
deration of the nature of language remain crucial 
in most contemporary theoretical and philosophi¬ 
cal discussions. 

According to Saussure, language is made up of 
signs. Signs are comprised of signiliers (sounds or 
words) and signifieds (concepts, ideas, or things). A 
particular language (as a system of signs) names 
and organizes a world and designates/determines 
its values. Yet, a system of signs is direcdy 
contingent upon socio-historical forces and cannot 
exist separate from its historical and cultural 
context. By extension, since language is in fact 
the inscription of socio-historical forces, various 
twentieth-century philosophers, theorists, and lit¬ 
erary critics who have studied Saussure’s linguistic 
theory recognize that the sign not only provides a 
means to examine the cultural impRcations of an 
organized language, but the very act of commu¬ 
nication itself 

For Saussure, the sign must be conceived as 
adhering to two fundamental principles. First, the 
connection between the signifier (as a sound, 
scriptive symbol, or word) and the signified (the 
concept, idea or referent), is arbitrary (Saussure 
1959: 67, 73, 131). Language is not as “natural” as 
it seems, but is the product of collective behaviors 
and social conventions. The sign is a “register” 
within the extension of the history and culture of its 
users. Saussure’s second principle argues that the 
signifier is essentially linear in nature and not only 
occurs in time but is contingent upon a temporal 
unfolding. The signifier represents a measurable 
time and exists within a chain of other signiliers. 
The implicit “meaning” of a signifier is contingent 
upon that meaning being conveyed through a 
chain of signiliers or words; for example, a sentence 
wherein the noun is modified by a verb and an 
adjective. Consequently, language is a system of 
terms in which the value of each term depends 
upon the presence of other terms in the signifying 
chain. Within that chain, the contingency of terms 
occurs within a system of phonic and conceptional 
difference; where a word or concept can be 
differentiated from another word or concept. 
Language and meaning depend upon the vital 


distinction between signiliers and signifieds, and 
the entire system itself is predicated upon differ¬ 
ences. 

The arbitrary nature of the signifier/signified 
relationship, the temporal nature of the act of 
signification, and the centrality of difference as the 
governing force of any act of language have 
significant bearing upon the nature of the signifier 
and signified. Because the act of signification is 
arbitrary, any meaning implicit within a language is 
in effect the result of cultural assumptions, ideas, 
and biases. Since the signifier is linear and unfolds 
temporally the act of signification occurs as a chain 
of signifiers that do not embody meaning, rather 
meaning is perpetually deferred and passed 
through the chain. As such, meaning is conveyed 
as a trace through the sentence or chain or 
signifiers. If meaning is not inherent in the 
relationship of the signifier and signified (nor in 
the sign itself), then meaning is not manifest in the 
signifying process at all. This is what postmodern 
philosophy discusses as a “transcendental signif¬ 
ier”: a concept or governing principle that imbues 
the entire language system with meaning. In effect 
any theory, religious belief, or ideological concept 
posits a transcendental signifier (a core concept) 
that dictates the implicit meaning of the entire 
language system. As many theorists after Saussure 
have discussed, a transcendental signifier is not 
removed from socio-historical forces, but acts as an 
ultimate condensed site of a particular culture or 
people’s beliefs. 

Philosophers, hterary critics, and literary theor¬ 
ists following in the wake of Saussure’s theory of the 
sign recognize the implications of Saussure’s 
discovery as a forceful critique of the assumed 
transparency of language and the “naturalized” 
sanctity of meaning. By demonstrating how mean¬ 
ing occurs as the result of a particular discourse 
and ideology, Saussure has paved the way for 
postmodernism, and continues to be a defining 
force in the various branches of literary and 
philosophical study, which includes Marxism, 
feminism, deconstruction, poststructuralism, 
historiography, and cultural studies. 

See also: BaudriUard, Jean; Derrida, Jacques; 
Kristeva, Julia; Lacan, Jacques; structuralism 
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DAVID CLIPPINGER 

signifying practice 

Formulated by Julia Kristeva, the concept “sig¬ 
nifying practice” disrupts Saussure’s idea of the 
sign, insisting instead on a dynamic process of 
signification that involves the subject and politics. 
Although signifying practices can occur within 
media like art and music (Kristeva 1984: 22), 
Kristeva presents the text, and twentieth-century 
reconceptions of poetic language, as privileged 
instances of their manifestation. 

The work in which Kristeva most fuUy explains 
the concept “signifying practice,” Revolution in Poetic 
Language, begins by chfferentiating between “semio¬ 
tic” and “symbolic” processes. The semiotic, 
associated with the flow of drives and rhythmic 
regulation rather than an ordered law, constitutes 
“a psychosomatic modality of the signifying 
process” (1984: 28). The movement into the 
quasi-Lacanian symbohc is then occasioned by a 
thetic positing of the subject (Emile Benveniste), 
an act that at the same time “posits signification as 
both a 'denotation’ (of an object) and an ‘enunciation’ 
(of a displaced subject, absent from the signified 
and signifying position)” (1984: 54). It is with the 
instatement of the symbolic that the Saussuiian 
break between signifier and signified occurs (1984: 
48-9). Although Kristeva describes this replace¬ 
ment in terms of temporal succession, it transpires 
that the nature of the semiotic can only be 
discovered through examining the signifier’s func¬ 
tion in the symbolic (1984: 49). While aU signifying 
practices entail both processes; language requires 
the thetic for its constitution, the force of the thetic 
does not encompass aU its operations, and “crea¬ 


tion” itself is generated by an eruption of the 
semiotic within the symbolic (1984: 62). As 
Kristeva writes, “Although originally a precondi¬ 
tion of the symbohc, the semiotic functions within 
signifying practices as the result of the transgression 
of the symbolic” (1984: 68). 

The reconfigurations of the subject within the 
thetic generate the socio-political ramifications of 
the signifying practice, as the subject’s position of 
enunciation finds itself ruptured and fragmented. 
In a passage resounding from the writings of 
Mikhail Bakhtin, Kristeva asserts that “every 
signifying practice is a field of transpositions of 
various signifying systems (an inter-textuality), 
[where] its ‘place’ of enunciation and its denoted 
‘object’ are never single, complete, and identical to 
themselves, but always plural, shattered, capable of 
being tabulated” (1984: 59-60). While socio¬ 
political constraints prevent the complete realiza¬ 
tion of the signifying process in some forms of 
signifying practice, or, as Kristeva puts it, “discard 
practice under fixed, fragmentary, symbohc ma¬ 
trices” (1984: 88), “text” as signifying practice 
eludes these reifications. According to Kristeva’s 
elaboration in the fourth section of Revolution in 
Poetic Language, the text, through the auspices of 
practice, “puts in process/on trial” the subject, 
thereby altering the subject’s societal function as 
well. 

Following Jacques Lacan’s division of discourse 
into four categories, those of hysteric, universit); 
master, and analyst, Kristeva presents an analogous 
typology of signifying practices, classifying them as 
narrative, metalanguage, contemplation, and 
text-practice. As the parallel with Lacan’s schema 
should make apparent, only in text-practice, 
(exemplified by the works of Stephane MaUarme, 
the comte de Lautreamont, James Joyce, and 
Antonin Artaud), do we reach the apotheosis of 
the signifying practice. These instances of text- 
practice “do not reject narrative, metalanguage, or 
theory” (1984: 101) but instead travel through 
them in “a continuous passing beyond the limit, 
which does not close off signifiance into a system 
but instead assumes the infinity of its process” 
(1984: 100). 

See also: semiotic chora; sign/signifier/signified; 
text 
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BERNADETTE MEYLER 

silence 

Silence is the unspeakable but meaningful other 
of speech, witing, and related performative aets. 
Silence is a prominent topos for postmodernity 
because the power (or impotence) of logos to 
speak is a central issue. Judeo-Christian history, 
which is brought to an end in postmodernism, is 
grounded in the hearing of God’s speech as 
recorded in a powerfully logocentric tradition 
and scripture. God is the One who speaks; the 
One who, through renewed acts of speaking, 
creates and communicates with the world. 
Divine speech inaugurates the temporal structure 
within which primordial silence is already 
irrevocably “othered” by speech (Altizer 1977). 
God’s speech in this tradition, evinces the 
ground of primordial silence by disrupting it, 
by silencing silence, thus giving rise to an actual, 
audible silence. 

Actual silence can occur only in relation to 
discourse, as it is paradoxically an achievement of 
discourse that silence can be heard, or as 
Heidegger expresses this in Being and Time'. 
“Authentic silence is possible only in genuine 
discourse. In order to be silent, Da-sein must have 
something to say, that is, must be in command of 


an authentic and rich disclosedness of itself” 
(1996: 154). Only in relation to discourse is silence 
heard as the mnemonic reprise (echo), absorption, 
and deconstruction of the “being” of discourse. 
Just as actual silence is never free from the 
reverberation of the word, so actual speech is 
never free from the deconstructive judgment of 
silence. 

Silence haunts in-between and around speech, 
harboring the infinite affirmations and negations 
of the unsaid and the unsayable. Recognizing 
the inherent limits of language, the young 
Ludwig Wittgenstein took a purist position 
with regard to the unsayable, categorically 
asserting: “What we cannot speak about we 
must pass over in silence” (1961: 74). But the 
later Wittgenstein would reverse this imperative 
and affirm earnest efforts to speak the unspeak¬ 
able, citing Augustine’s confession to God: “Yet 
woe betide those who are silent about you 
[Lord]! For even those who are most gifted with 
speech cannot find words to describe you” 
(Monk 1990: 282); the implication being that 
to venture to say what is logically unsayable is 
less blameworthy than to remain silent when the 
unsayable demands to be communicated using 
the only means at hand: the speaking of 
“nonsense” (see Bigelow 1987). 

The otherness of silence vis-d-vis speech pro¬ 
duces a radically ambiguous relation: silence 
enframes the figure of speech, setting off its 
determinate meaning, while simultaneously engulf¬ 
ing it, threatening dissolution. But the enframing 
and engulfing effects of silence are external to the 
identity of speech. A more “silent” or inaudible 
silence emerges at the center of speech itself, a 
silence which Thomas JJ. Altizer characterizes as 
occurring “in the innermost voice of speech” 
(Altizer 1980). This silence within the voice of 
speech - which invades, pervades, and neutralizes 
the power of speech to speak — is evident in 
postmodernity as it has never been in previous 
Western history. In our speaking we now witness 
that, just as no silence is not invaded byword, so no 
word is not pervaded by silence. The co-determin¬ 
ing relationship between silence and word is not 
only oppositional but coincidental. The very 
explosion of verbosity everywhere evident in 
postmodernity attests to the failure of speech truly 
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to speak; and signals a new triumph of silence 
within speech. 

It is concerning such a silence within speech 
that Jacques Derrida writes, a silence that 
always actually accompanies speech, yet remains 
unheard in speech as such. This is the “pyramidal 
silence of the graphic difference” (Derrida 1970: 
133). which Derrida summarizes in his grapholo¬ 
gical neologism: durance. “The a of differance, 
therefore, is not heard; it remains silent, secret, 
and discreet, like a tomb. It is a tomb that 
(pro\aded one knows how to decipher its legend) 
is not far from signaling the death of the king” 
(1970: 132). For Derrida, the death of God and 
the deferral of presence means that within every 
representative act of discourse is inaudibly audible 
a silence, a death, a deferral, a difference that 
cannot be presented as such. Only silence hears 
it. 
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LISSA MCCULLOUGH 


simulacrum 

A simulacrum is an image, likeness, or reproduc¬ 
tion. In common contemporary usage, the term 
“simulacrum” means “image, likeness; a vague 
representation, semblance; a mere pretense, 
sham.” In postmodern theory, however, at least 
three different theories of the simulacrum have 
been proposed. 

The term was first employed as a technical 
concept by the French writer Pierre Klossowski, 
who developed the notion in the 1940s and 1950s 
in the context of his studies of Hellenistic myths 
and religious practices, particularly as they ap¬ 
peared in writers such as TertuUian, Hermes 
Trigemistes, and Varro. During the late Roman 
empire, the term “simulacrum” was used to refer 
to the statues of the gods that frequently lined the 
entrance to a city. What the sculptor was thought to 
“simulate” (Latin simulare) in such statues, however, 
was less the external likeness of the gods than their 
internal demonic (or divine) power, which was 
thereby made accessible to the viewer. 

Klossowski adopted this Latinate terminology in 
his own theory' of art and philosophy, replacing the 
language of divine power with that of the internal 
“impulses” of the hiunan body, with aU their 
fluctuating intensities (manic rises, depressive 
falls...). Though individuals are obviously con¬ 
strained by their impulses, what marks the 
“unexchangeable singularity” of an individual is 
more precisely something that Klossowski terms a 
phantasm] an obsessional image produced instinc¬ 
tively from the life of the impulses, which is in itself 
incommunicable and nonrepresentable. A simula¬ 
crum, in turn, is a willed reproduction of a 
phantasm (for instance, in a literary, pictorial, or 
plastic form) that “simulates” this invisible agita¬ 
tion of the soul. But the simulacrum (for example, a 
work of art or philosophical concept) enjoys a 
somewhat complex status, since it can only 
actualize the phantasm by acts that betray the 
phantasm, necessarily inverting and falsifying the 
singularity of the soul by representing it and 
making it communicable. Klossowski’s intricate 
writings, such as his landmark Nietzsche and the 
Vicious Circle, explore the labyrinthine relations 
between impulses, phantasms, and simulacra in 
various writers. 
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The philosopher GiUes Deleuze, under Klos- 
sowski’s influence, proposed a slightiy different 
notion of the simulacrum in a munber of seminal 
texts written in the late 1960s (notably “Plato and 
the Simulacrum” and Difference and Repetition), 
which focus primarily on the Nietzschean ques¬ 
tion of the “overturning of Platonism.” The 
essential distinction in Plato, Deleuze argues, is 
more profound than the famous speculative 
distinction between the model and its copies, or 
the Idea and its images. The deeper, more 
practical distinction moves between two kinds of 
images (or eidolon): true “copies” {eikones), which 
are legitimated by their internal resemblance to 
the Idea; and false “simulacra” (pkantasmaia), 
which elude the order that Ideas impose, but 
obtain the same results or effects through ruse or 
trickery. 

A simulacrum, however, is not the “opposite” of 
an icon, its Other, but something mueh more 
bewildering and vertiginous: the Same, the perfect 
double, the exact semblance, the ddppelganger, the 
angel of tight whose deception is so complete that it 
is impossible to teU the imposter (the sophist, Satan, 
Lucifer) apart from the “reality” (Socrates, God, 
Christ). In Christian thought, simulacra later 
became the object of demonology, and stand in 
stark eontrast to the theological “symbol” (Paul 
Tillich, Mircea Etiade), which is always iconic, the 
analogical manifestation of a transcendent in¬ 
stance. 

Platonism can be defined by its will to track 
down and eliminate simulacra in every domain; its 
goal is a kind of “iconology” the triumph of iconic 
copies over phantastic simulacra. A Christian 
variant of this project was established by Augustine, 
who aimed at the destruction of the reign of cupidity 
(simulacra) in favor of the reign of caritas (copies). 
For Deleuze, the overturning of Platonism requires 
that the simulacrum be given its own concept, not 
merely as a degraded image, but as having an 
autonomy of its own (as an image without 
resemblance; based on a model of difference rather 
than identity; apprehended in a “problematic” 
mode; and so on). Deleuze largely abandoned the 
concept of the simulacrum in his later work, where 
it was replaced by the concept of the agencement 
(“assemblage”). 

By far the most influential thinker of the 


simulacrum is the French sociologist Jean Bau- 
drillard, who in the late 1970s and early 1980s 
developed an entire social theory around the 
proliferation of simulacra. The “postmodern” 
world, aceording to BaudriUard, is a world in 
which the (Marxist) model of production has been 
replaced by the cybernetic model of simulation, a 
“cybernetization” of society. BaudriUard defines 
the simulacrum, quite simply, as a copy or 
reproduction of the real, and traces the steps by 
which it progressively assumes an autonomous 
status, divorced from the real (“It is the reflection of 
a basic reality. It masks and perverts a basic reality. 
It masks the absence of a basic reality. It bears no 
relation to any reality whatever: it is its own pure 
simulacrum” (1981: 6)). 

Historically, BaudriUard outlines three “orders” 
of simulacra in the modern period, each of which 
marks a increasing break from the medieval-feudal 
social order, with its fixed hierarchy of signs: (1) 
“first order” simulacra that stiU refer to an original, 
such as the Baroque counterfeit, (2) the “second 
order” simulacra produced by the mechanized 
processes of the Industrial Revolution, which result 
in assembly-line senes of exact replicas, aU of which 
have an equivalent value; and (3) the “third order” 
simulacra of the postmodern period, which are 
primarily linked to the media and information, and 
result in a simulated hyperreality that is “more real 
than the real” and devoid of any referent. 
Throughout his writings, BaudriUard has provided 
numerous examples of how simulation codes have 
begun to govern such highly diverse areas of 
contemporary social life as media, fashion, art, 
architecture, sexuality, design, consumerism, and 
politics (as when the “real” exercise of power is 
replaced by “simulations” of power; the “wag the 
dog” syndrome). 

Though BaudrUlard’s conception of the simula¬ 
crum is perhaps less phUosophicaUy sophisticated 
than either Klossowski’s or Deleuze’s, his social 
analysis have become an indispensible touchstone 
for contemporary discussions of postmodernity. 
The three theories, while related, should none¬ 
theless be kept distinct: a simulacrum is, variously, 
the simulation of a “phantasm” (Klossowski), of a 
Platonic “Idea” (Deleuze), or of the “real” 
(BaudriUard). 
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DAN SMITH 


simulation 

Simulation is the representation or modeling of a 
system or process. Simulation comes into impor¬ 
tance with the advent of the computer, where it 
denotes the imitative representation of the func¬ 
tioning of a system or process using a programmed 
computer. Computer modeling has opened new 
fields of scientific inquiry and affects the ways of 


doing science as well as the means of design, testing 
and production throughout industry. 

Computer-aided design (CAD) is used in the 
construction of everything from buildings and 
airplanes to microchips and obviates cosdy experi¬ 
mentation. The use of computers to format 
problems in topics ranging from economics and 
evolutionary biology to anthropology and linguis¬ 
tics impacts theory and practice in virtually every 
disciplinary field. In critical theory, the concept of 
simulation has been used to describe the effects of 
the new media on communication and culture. 

Chaos theory and the science of complexity 
represent the leading edge of simulation. At places 
such as the Los Alamos Center for Nonlinear 
Studies and the Santa Fe Institute, researchers 
write programs to mimic the behavior of complex 
adaptive and self-organizing systems, tracing the 
actions of antibodies in the immune system or 
fluctuations in the stock market. Fractal geometry; 
which emulates structures in the natural world 
using mathematical models, and virtual reality; 
which enables people to feel as though they are 
inside a three-dimensional electronic image, are 
prominent new phenomena generated by compu¬ 
ter simulation. The popular computer games 
SimLfe and SimCity simulate environments in 
ecology and urban planning. Cybernetics and 
artificial intelligence search for emergent patterns 
using the technology known as fuzzy logic, a way of 
programming computers to simulate human deci¬ 
sion-making processes. Literary theory studies 
chaos and complexity in relation to narrative 
function and the production of meaning. 

Simulation is a rare instance in which hard 
science has followed the lead of postmodern fiction. 
In his 1984 science fiction novel Neuromancer, 
WiUiam Gibson depicts cyberspace, the quasi-real 
space human minds occupy during computer 
interfacing. Software developers take this vision as 
a blueprint for virtual reality research. Cyberspace 
is a concept central to cyberpunk and cybercul¬ 
ture and a constitutive factor in the development 
of postmodern subjectivity. 

In cultural theory and media studies, Jean 
Baudrillard appropriates the term to describe a 
new condition of society no longer governed by the 
logic of representation. He posits a culture of 
hyperreality dominated by simulations, objects 
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and discourses lacking a fixed referent or ground. 
Simulation is characterized by the precedence of 
models, an anticipation of reahty by media effects 
he refers to as the precession of simulacra. 
BaudriUard adduces a semiological epistemology 
based on the floating signifier that is a departure 
from traditional understandings of the sign. 

The French postmodern philosopher Paul 
Viriho also extensively studies simulation as the 
automation of perception in military weaponry and 
in the civilian media complex. Simulation can be 
described more generally in postmodern terms as 
the interaction of systems of representation. In this 
regard, Jacques Derrida’s investigations of wri¬ 
ting’s simular relation to speech are basic to an 
understanding of deconstruction and the cri¬ 
tique of logocentrism. 
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singularity 

One of the terms Deleuze uses throughout his 
writings to evade the recuperative logic of Hegelian 
dialectics, “singularity” serves to name the event, 
the irreducible thing prior to categorization or 
representation, without immediately inscribing 
it in the hermeneutic circle of particular cases and 
general categories. Singularity is a form of 
individuation, not of subjects or objects, but of 
states or thresholds: the coincidence of a descrip¬ 
tive predicate (“to live in Los Angeles”) and a time 
of day (“dusk”), for example. The paradoxical 
universality of the singular lies in the always 
variable play of its repetition, the internal and 
affirmative difference of the singularity from itself, 
rather than the reductive generality of law which 
limits difference to the external and negative 


distinction of one object from another. Deleuze’s 
usage derives from Duns Scotus’s hecceity, Spinoza’s 
substance, Leibniz’s monads and the mathematics 
of Albert Lautman, and bears some resemblanee to 
that of astrophysicists, for whom a singularity is an 
extreme point at which natural laws do not hold, as 
in the intense gravity well of a black hole. 

The concept of singularity^ is central to Deleuze’s 
critique of structuralism and to his own 
“transcendental empiricism.” Structures are fields 
composed of at least two series or sets of conjoined 
but differential singular points, for example the 
signifiers and signifieds of structural linguistics; 
these series can only connect to produce meaning if 
they are traversed by a paradoxical element, which 
is not something common to both series but 
different from them. Difference relates to differ¬ 
ence not through some similarity but through 
difference, through a kind of resonance that 
Deleuze calls “intensity.” These fields of connect¬ 
ing series are “problems,” by which Deleuze means 
that they are fields of potential or virtual 
determination (the singularities or intensities them¬ 
selves) which are resolved by being actualized in 
extensive objects or temporal sequences. These 
objects or sequences in no way resemble the virtual 
singularities they actualize, however, and indeed 
the singularities can actualize many different cases 
of resolution to the problem that they define. Such 
cases are simulacra, copies without originals. 
Singularities generate simulacral subjects and 
objects without being reducible to them. The 
virtual is not ideal or transcendent but just as real 
as the actual, although real in the way that the 
attractors of chaos theory are real: they are not 
subjects or objects but pre-subjects and pre-objects 
or, as Deleuze writes, “impersonal individuations 
and pre-individual singularities.” This means that 
they are immanent conditions or constraints on the 
behavior of the series, constraints which channel 
the series into certain states and across certain 
thresholds but not others. They are not static or 
stable but metastable; their stability subsists within 
constant change but in a different space and time 
from the space-time of objects. Such conditions are 
what Deleuze and Guattari later call “abstract 
machines.” 

See also: Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 
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Slovene Lacanian School 

Also known as the Ljubljana Lacanian School, the 
Slovene Lacanian School has come to represent a 
group of Slovene intellectuals known for their 
notably philosophical and orthodox Lacanian 
perspective. Although there exists no common 
departmental basis, these theorists have been 
formally linked since the 1970s by the Society for 
Theoretical Psychoanalysis in Ljubljana. Some of 
the publications that various members are involved 
with include the journal Problemi (Slovene), the 
book series Analecta (Slovene), Wo Es War (German), 
Wo Es War (English), and Sic (English). Its core 
members include Miran Bozovic, Mladen Dolar, 
Zdravko Kobe, Renata Salecl, Slavoj Zizek, and 
Alenka Zupancic. In the 1970s and 1980s most of 
the school’s international connections were with 
France, but over the last ten years their links have 
shifted to the Anglophone world. 

The school works in several principle areas (each 
examined through a Lacanian lens): theories of 
ideology and power, readings of classical and 
modern philosophy (particularly the German 
Idealists), and culture and art (especially film and 
literature). The orientation of the school is 
exlusively philosophical and political, not clinical. 
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the Slovene 
Lacanian School actively supported the Liberal 
Democratic Party in Slovenia, which developed out 
of the civil rights moment. It also maintained 
particular interests in feminist and environmental 
issues, and held to the tactical aim of preventing 
the seizure of power by right wing nationalists. 
During this period, Slavoj Zizek was a columnist 
for the popular newspaper Mladina and ran as a 
presidential candidate for the first elected political 
body in 1990. 


The writings of the school are well understood 
as a series of Lacanian interventions into specific 
domains of ongoing theoretical, cultural, and 
ideological-political contention. Significantly, the 
Slovene Lacanian School locates Jacques Lacan in 
the lineage of rationalism and presents Lacanian 
theory as a radical version of the Enlightenment. 
Central to many of the analyses put forth by 
members of the school is a political and philoso¬ 
phical reading of Lacan’s understanding of fantasy 
and its entwinement with ideology. 

Fantasy is understood as a constitutive element 
of desire and as an ineliminable support for 
“reality.” As such, fantasy is an imaginary scenario 
concealing a fundamental antagonism around 
which social fields are structured. Insight regarding 
this fundamental antagonism is derived from 
Lacan’s essay “The Mirror Stage as Formative of 
the Function of the I” wherein the “I” is conceived 
of as a site of imaginary blinding. This blinding 
serves to reconcile a spht within the subject, 
understood as a distinction between the I (the 
ego) and the subject, and illustrated provocatively 
with the phrase “I am not where I think.” The 
antagonism is generative in the sense that affirms 
an irreducible plurality of particular struggles. 

The interests of the Slovene Lacanian School in 
ideological and political fields include the theoriza¬ 
tion of the fundamental mechanisms of ideology', 
the dynamics of “totalitarianism” and its different 
forms, and the characteristics of radical democratic 
struggles in Eastern European societies. Also of 
note is the consistent way in which Hegel is given 
a new reading on the basis of Lacanian psycho¬ 
analysis. Hegel’s dialectic is understood to be one 
of the strongest affirmations of difference and 
contingency and, in this way, presents a new way of 
approaching ideology without falling prey to the 
postmodern illusion of living in a “post-ideologi¬ 
cal” condition. These interventions are supported 
by and often illustrated with examples from the 
commodities of popular culture. Of particular 
importance is the way in which film, literature, 
and performance art are used to demonstrate a 
break between “incomprehensible” modernist 
works of art and postmodern products of mass 
appeal. 

In general, the Slovene Lacanian School is 
critical of postmodernism as such. Zizek, the most 
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prolific member of the group, has argued, against 
Habermas, that the traditional opposition be¬ 
tween modernism and postmodernism is actually 
the immanent tension that has defined modernism 
from the beginning. He further notes that decon¬ 
structionism is a modernist procedure par excellence 
presenting, perhaps, the most radical version of the 
logic of “unmasking” whereby the unity of 
experience is conceived as the effect of signifying 
mechanisms, an effect which can only take place 
insofar as it ignores the movement that produced it. 
Postmodernism, therefore, is then understood as 
consisting of a radical change in the subject’s 
identification with the symbolic order. Typically 
this is given representation in the widespread and 
mass appeal of its objects. This radical shift marks a 
turning away from the ironic and cynical distance 
of modernism to a pre-modern “enchanted 
universe” wherein which one does not really need 
to believe that the universe is enchanted. In other 
words, postmodernism imagines politics without 
fantasy. TVnd, as Salecl notes, this illusion not only 
liquidates the possibility of a democratic politics 
based upon notions of freedom and solidarity, but 
also levels the fundamental antagonisms which 
characterize the positive condition of reality itself 
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Smithson, Robert 

b. 2 January 1938, Rutherford, Newjersy, 
USA; d. 20 July 1973, Amarillo, Texas, 
USA 

Artist 

During his brief career, cut short by his sudden 
death in a 1973 plane crash while surveying the site 
for the posthumously completed Amarillo Ramp, 
Robert Smithson questioned the traditional artistic 
categories and basic philosophical tenets of mod¬ 
ernism. He is most well-known for Spiral Jetty, an 
earthwork constructed in the Great Salt Lake in 
Utah. Largely considered a minimalist sculptor 
whose work evolved into large-scale land projects, 
his large body of writing, photographs and 
drawings, which have received considerable atten¬ 
tion of late, demands a less restrictive medium 
classifications than sculpture or even earthworks. 
Because of his radical stance to modernism, with its 
beliefs in progress and self-actualization generally, 
and medium purity in art more specifically his 
work stands on the threshold of modernism and 
postmodernism. Indeed, he is often hailed as one of 
the first postmodern artists. 

Smithson’s concept of entropy is a particularly 
good example of how his work challenged 
modernist ideas. Smithson borrowed the term 
from physics. It refers to the loss of energy which 
occurs during a transformation between states. 
Smithson himself has compared entropy to the 
result of running in a circle in a sandbox, one half 
of which has been fiUed with black sand and the 
other half with white sand. In the end. the black 
and white will become an unmodulated gray, 
which no amount of reversal will change. Smith¬ 
son’s art work enacts and invokes entropy in 
different ways. The most common way is when 
Smithson sets up transformations caught up in a 
play between presence and absence. Early sculp¬ 
tures, such as Pointless Vanishing Point, materialize 
entropic drain by angling a stepped box so that the 
steps become smaller by degrees, converging on 
each other as parallel lines appear to do as they 
recede into depth. But, as its title suggests, this 
work has no point. The steps never reach one point 
as they would be expected to in a painted vanishing 
point. Analogously, his Enantiomorphic Chambers, a 
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hollow box set with a complex play of mirrors on 
the inside, invites the viewer to look inside into a 
mirror. But instead of gazing at one’s own 
reflection, one is confronted with the reflection of 
more mirrors and nothing more. Our own 
presence, which we would expect to see within a 
mirror, has been replaced by its absence. 

WTiile loss seems deeply embedded in the 
sculptures, the conditions for that loss arise out of 
a displacement from one state, more specifically 
one medium, to another. Vanishing points and 
mirrors are the tools and techniques of painters. 
Once they are displaced into the realm of 
sculpture, they lose some of their integrity. By 
materializing vanishing points and the analogy 
between painting and mirrors, Smithson actually 
reinforces their absence. For the vanishing point in 
three dimensions is not a vanishing point at aU. It is 
a sculpture. And the mirror of the world, as it 
works in the Enantiomorphic Chambers, actually 
refuses to reflect the visible world. 

Smithson extends such acts of displacement out 
of the gallery and into the landscape in his Mirror 
Displacements and his Nonsites, which continue the 
transformation of presence to absence. The Nonsites 
physically refer to their absent context out in the 
world. The term puns on their absence, because it 
can be heard as “Non-sight.” But the displace¬ 
ments do not stop there. His essay “Incidents of 
Mirror-Travel in the Yucatan” (1969) displaces the 
nine sites in which he places the mirrors to 
photograph and disassemble into the slides he took 
of the outdoor installations and finally into the 
essay with which the slides were published. In no 
way do the slides or the text, however, substitute for 
the sites. The slides and the text are caught up in 
the same conflict between presence and absence as 
the nonsites and the sculpture. All presence is lost, 
ironically through the very media meant to capture 
it. “One must remember that writing on art 
replaces presence by absence by substituting the 
abstraction of language for the real thing.” Thus, 
Smithson’s work blurs distinctions between media, 
but, more importantly, his art refuses modernist 
self-actualization in favor of the continual drift and 
loss of entropy. 
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society of control 

The term “society of control” occurs very late in 
the philosophy of GiUes Deleuze. Although the 
phrase is derived from the writings of American 
novelist William S. Burroughs, the concept is 
primarily dravm from French philosopher Michel 
Foucault’s analysis of the epochal and architec¬ 
tonic principle that governs what he calls the 
“grand institutions” of society (for example, 
politics, medicine, ethics, law, economics, and so 
on). According to Foucault, the period of post¬ 
modernism signals a break from the organization 
of “disciplinary societies,” which began in the 
eighteenth century and was marked by the 
arrangement of the social field into a series of 
“enclosures” [les erfermements) such as the “family,” 
the “school,” “the military,” “the prison,” “the 
hospital,” and the “work-place” (or factory). Each 
enclosure was regulated by a metaphorically 
displaceable expression of “authority” (for exam¬ 
ple, “father,” “teacher,” “leader,” “general,” 
“boss”) and by a set of formal principles or 
procedures that articulated all these regions of 
social life to a common space. It is the presence of 
this structure that permitted the individual (that is, 
the elementary identity of a disciplinary organiza¬ 
tion) to pass from one enclosme to the next; for 
example, from the family to school, from the school 
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to the army, from the army to the work-place, and 
finally, from the work-place to the hospital or the 
prison. According to Deleuze’s reading of Fou¬ 
cault’s analysis, society is currently in the process of 
“quitting” the disciplinary order of society which is 
now being submitted to a new regime of forces, and 
this would explain why the elassical disciplinary 
enclosures are now all involved in a general state of 
crisis and disorder: perhaps the “family,” the 
“nation-state,” and the “university” (or “school”) 
being the exemplary representatives of this state of 
crisis. 

The “society of control,” therefore, designates 
Deleuze’s provisional term for the new arrange¬ 
ment or the “post-disciplinary” organization of 
society by a new set of forces that have not yet been 
defined. For example, in place of a social space 
organized by a series of enclosures, and the 
“individual” defined or idenlifted by his or her 
position within such and such enclosure (for 
example, child, student, worker, soldier, patient, 
or prisoner), Deleuze conceives of the emergence 
of a new form of identity (the “di-vidual”), who can 
be conceived as the elementary particle of an 
infinitely open space which undergoes an endless 
process of modulation, or deformation. Thus, as 
Deleuze writes, “control is always short-term and 
in a state of rapid turn-over, while discipline was 
long in duration, infinite and discontinuous. 
Consequendy the human is no longer enclosed, 
but indebted” (Deleuze 1990: 179). 
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sociology 

Sociology is the study of human beings in relation 
to the groups, organizations and institutions 
affecting their lives. The sociological perspective 
encompasses a number of analytic tools designed to 
look beyond the obvious aspects of everyday life 
and to detect new levels of reality. As a member of 
the social sciences, which also include anthropol¬ 


ogy, economics, political science and psychology, 
sociology is rooted in moral philosophy. Its history 
an organized and systematic discipline is linked 
with the industrial and social revolutions of the 
eighteenth century and has become solidified in 
three major sociological traditions. The postwar 
period of the twentieth century played host to 
several new developments. The discipline was 
augmented with Tkmerican pragmatism, became 
increasingly interdisciplinary, and adopted the 
scientific research process. Most recently, attempts 
to remove bias relative to gender and other 
measures of marginality have exposed sociology 
to the realm of postmodernism. 

The sociological perspective 

The general focus taken by sociologists was termed 
the sociological imagination by American sociologist C. 
Wright Mills (1959). The sociological imagination 
makes it possible to see that the personal view¬ 
points, experiences, triumphs and hurdles of 
individuals are inseparable from the broader 
context of surrounding societal institutions in 
specific historical periods. Mills described family, 
job, neighborhood as mere out-takes of this 
broader context. The sociological perspective 
typically focuses on aspects of everyday phenom¬ 
ena that are deeper, more detailed, and not 
immediately obvious in the interpretations pro¬ 
vided by the popular media. 

Sociologists employ several tools in taking a 
sociological perspective of phenomena affecting 
human life. Some of these tools, historical analysis 
and critical interpretation in particular, are shared 
with the other disciplines in the humanities; others, 
such as quantitative analysis and the scientific 
research method, have been adopted from the hard 
sciences. The scientific method employs a hypothe- 
tico-deductive framework, in which theories are 
constructed, hypotheses related to these theories 
formulated, data gathered and analyzed, and 
inferences made from rejected or non-rejected 
hypotheses. A sociologist’s use of the scientific 
method may include an inductive component to 
tentatively establish relations between theory and 
social facts. Tks statistical methodology has become 
more sophisticated, so have the research tools 
available to all social scientists. There remains a 
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marked difference in emphasis on individual 
methods of gathering data and formulating infer¬ 
ences, which is one of the ways in which the social 
sciences remain demarcated. For example, sociol¬ 
ogists, anthropologists and demographers all have 
inductive leanings in which the analysis of facts 
often helps formulate a tentative theory. Sociolo¬ 
gists favor data gathering in the form of surveys, 
experiments and field work, while economists lean 
towards analyses of time series obtained from data- 
gathering agencies, and have only recently ven¬ 
tured into the formulation and use of survey data. 

History 

While ideas about the social world have likely been 
expressed by men and women in prehistory, the 
written record of ideas related to human society 
dates back to the time of empire formation at the 
end of the first agricultural revolution. Compre¬ 
hensive written evidence of social thought is found 
in the legal codes of ancient Asia Minor. Hammur¬ 
abi’s Code (c.2000 bce) reflects the legislative 
outcome of thinking about groups and institutions 
affecting human life, the social problems arising 
from differences in power, and the attempt to 
address social injustices. There emerged, during 
the latter part of this millennium, the writings of 
Mencius (372—289 bce), Confucius (551-479 bce), 
Plato (428-348 bce) and Aristode (384—322 bce), 
and portions of prophetic scripture that deal with 
social justice (beginning about 600 bce). These 
writings share the characteristic of being abstract 
theoretical reflections on the real world. While the 
broader context of individual experience was not 
very complex during this era, and issues related to 
slavery, the conduct of the elite, and while the 
justification of personal property formed the basis 
of this theoretical discourse, the latter was not 
necessarily reflective of a global consensus. After 
this fertile period of moral philosophy, relatively 
few social thinkers dot the written intellectual 
landscape of the western world prior to the 
development of capitalism. Relations between 
individuals and organized society were explored 
by Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) in the monu¬ 
mental classic Leviathan, which proposes that, while 
the main concern of human beings is self- 
preservation and all their wants relate to their 


oun survival, they will be very aggressive towards 
one another (in modern jargon, their utilities are 
interdependent), hence necessitating the construc¬ 
tion of societal institutions. Hobbes was a fore¬ 
runner of the work of Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
(1712-78), Bernard Mandeville (1670-1733), and 
the tradition of utihtarianism. 

Because sociology formally describes the intel¬ 
lectual effort of those who use the sociological 
imagination, it is not surprising that major changes 
in the discipline take place during periods of great 
social and economic change. Thus, the field 
experienced a take-off following the pohtical and 
industrial revolutions of the eighteenth century; 
which set the stage for additional social and 
industrial revolutions in other areas of the world. 
August Comte (1798-1857) introduced the name 
“sociology” for the new social science that had 
established an identity separate from moral 
philosophy. He also distinguished between static 
and dynamic studies of societies. The recognition 
of social forces in society as either static or dynamic 
helped Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) to formulate 
an evolutionary theory of human progression, 
which would be only impeded if governments 
interfered with competition, considered the social 
equivalent of natural selection in the organic world. 

Karl Marx (1818-83) introduced a very different 
interpretation of social dynamics that was inte¬ 
grally related to the development of industrial 
capitahsm. He saw that the lower social class, the 
proletariat, was increasingly marginalized during 
the current period of industriahzation and urbani¬ 
zation. Conflict betw'een workers and owners of the 
means of production was seen to be the driving 
force of societal change. Building on the wage 
theory developed by David Ricardo (1772-1823), 
which explained the tendency of wages to fall to the 
subsistence level, and seeing the new capitalist 
mode of production in operation, Marx developed 
a theory of capitalism that demonstrated how it 
inevitably created conflict with wage labor, im- 
miserization of the proletariat and, eventually, its 
own demise. In regarding human nature relative to 
society, Marx held an optimistic view of underlying 
human nature, but argued that social arrangements 
in organized societies generally create a base for 
greed, exploitation and alienation. Thus, society 
does not play the role of civilizing catalyst 
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attributed to it by Hobbes. This emphasis of Marx 
and others is central to what has become known as 
the conflict tradition in sociology. 

Subsequent conflict theorists have examined the 
classes of capitahst society in more detail. Friedrich 
Engels (1820-95) explained the sex stratification of 
society on the basis of its dominant economic 
system. Since a capitahst economy relies on low 
paid wage labor, the role of women is crucial in 
continually reproducing the labor force. Since this 
reproductive labor is unpaid, later sociologists have 
argued that women have carried the double 
burden of being the underclass in a system that is 
both capitahst and patriarchal. Max Weber (1864— 
1920) further elaborated the notion of class 
conflict, by distinguishing a class of finance 
capitahsts in the strife between owners and work¬ 
ers, and also by focusing on the conflict between 
sellers and consumers, or creditors and debtors. In 
addition to economic stratification, Weber also 
focused on stratification by cultural status and 
party affihation, in addition to economic status. By 
defining itself as the cultural elite, the upper class 
can idealize its own status, making it even easier for 
its members to monopolize the most profitable 
areas of economic activity. Weber thus continued 
the conflict tradition’s view of society as an 
impediment to civilization. 

Emile Durkheim (1858—1916) founded the 
second major tradition of sociological thought. 
His Rules of the Sociological Method (1982) sets out the 
essential elements of the core of what has become 
known as the functionalist school. Durkheim 
focused on the elements that unite people and 
create social solidarity. The individual tendencies 
and ideas that people hold, he says, come to them 
from outside. The behefs, tendencies and practices 
of the group taken together are social facts, and are 
the driving force behind humans’ seemingly private 
acts of marriage, childbearing and even suicide. 
Members of the functionalist tradition see society 
as a civilizing influence, and hold that individuals 
cannot be truly happy unless they fit into its 
protective confines. Durkheim also displayed a 
markedly sophisticated interpretation of the mean¬ 
ing of the aggregate statistics of social facts: 

Since each of these statistics includes without 

distinction aU individual cases, the individual 


circumstances which may have played some part 
in producing the phenomenon eancel each other 
out and consequently do not contribute to 
determine the nature of the phenomenon. What 
it expresses is a certain state of the collective 
mind. 

(1982: 50-59) 

A third major sociological tradition, interaction- 
ism, rooted in the microsociological aspects of 
Weber’s work, was developed mainly in the United 
States, by George Herbert Mead (1863-1931) and 
others. The interactionist approach views people as 
using free will to construct their otvn reahty and to 
attain goals. Interactionism has been popular in US 
sociology, where pragmatism and utilitarianism 
have been the prevailing ideology. In the 1950s, 
two American sociologists focused on everyday 
social life in innovative ways. Erving Goffman 
(1922—82) demonstrated that micro-interaction 
between individuals constitutes a social institution 
that in turn mediates the construction of social 
reality. Social actions are directed by automatic 
adherence to rules, rather than ongoing processes 
of entirely free-willed personal exchange. In his 
Studies in Ethnomethodology (1967), Harold Garfinkel 
went even further. Probing beneath the social 
interactionist institution described by Gofiman, he 
revealed an ethnomethodological order, which 
directs how people make sense of their social world 
and act accordingly. Ethnomethodology is the 
study of how a social and shared backgrormd is 
routinely and almost subconsciously applied to 
make sense of or otherwise participate in the 
interactions spanning everyday life. Thus, as 
makers of sense, we continually produce and 
reproduce the social world. Civilized society is 
therefore neither the alienating source of conflict 
envisioned by conflict theorists nor the easy social 
solidarity of the functionalists. 

The postmodern challenge 

The promise of modernism, embedded in 
scientific advances, technological innovations, and 
industrialization, has been reassessed from different 
sociological angles. While industrialization and 
technolog}' have created immense wealth for a 
small ehte, the majority of people in the world have 
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experienced exploitation, environmental degrada¬ 
tion, and even genocide. At the same time, as the 
voices of the world’s billions of dispossessed work¬ 
ers increase in persistence and volume, as in the 
Zapatista movement’s one-word protest basta (en¬ 
ough), it has simultaneously become obvious that 
the social sciences have ignored much of the 
experiences of women and the writings of female 
social thinkers. Until this revelation, the main¬ 
stream history of sociological thought in the 
modern period has been a record of the thought 
of primarily male sociologists, with the exception 
of, perhaps, Harriet Martineau (1802-76) who is 
sometimes mentioned with Comte as the co¬ 
founder of sociology, and who authored the first 
book on social research methods, and compared 
systems of stratification in the United States and 
Europe. 

Several female social thinkers were active 
throughout the nineteenth and first half of the 
twentieth centuries, and their work is becoming 
more and more popular in feminist and postmo¬ 
dern discourse. At the time when Durkheim saw 
women merely as “outliers” and the “East” was 
diminished in the writings of Weber and others, 
American social thinker Anna Julia Cooper 
(1858P-1964) constructed a sociology of the black 
woman {A Voice from the South: By a Black Woman of the 
South, 1988), showing that there are significant 
groups of individuals who do not fit the formal 
social categories allowed for in the theories of the 
more established sociological traditions. Addressing 
the division of labor between the sexes, Charlotte 
Perkins Gilman [Women an Economics 1898) noted 
that women were excluded from economic oppor¬ 
tunity and progress and confined to roles that 
allowed only for primitive levels of progress. 
Similarly, in his research of black experience in 
the United States, Weber’s contemporary W.E.B. 
Du Bois [Souls of Black Folk, 1989) posed the 
question, “How many heartfuls of sorrow shall 
balance a bushel of wheat?” 

Two French thinkers of the mid-twentieth 
century have been instrumental in helping sociol¬ 
ogists to see the inevitability of participation in a 
postmodern tradition. Simone de Beauvoir (1908- 
1986)’s 1949 study The Second Sex (1964) was an 
existential analysis of women in the world, 
addressing the systematic portrayal of women as 


the “other” in all areas of human thought and 
written endeavors. While remaining rooted in 
modernism, with her adherence to empirical 
investigation, her belief in both identifiable truths 
and hierarchies of knowledge, and her prescription 
that women should act like men, her work is a 
starting point for the rereading and reinterpreta¬ 
tion of texts dealing with gender relations. Michel 
Foucault (1926-1984), however, rejects the ex¬ 
istence of a universal truth altogether. In his 
treatment of such topics as criminahty, sexuality 
and medicine, he explores the relation of power to 
knowledge and to the self, giving rise to a call for 
de-subjectification. In sociology, the “death of the 
subject” empowers the reader as worthy of critical 
interpretation of theories, and it also empowers 
survey subjects to become active participants in the 
research. The distinction between objeet and 
subject thereby becomes blurred, causal analysis 
becomes less authoritative, and outliers are no 
longer marginalized but sought after as new 
dynamic input to the sociological endeavor. 

Postmodernism challenges sociologists to be¬ 
come more attuned to the need to employ theories 
that are relevant to explain experiences of 
economically marginalized groups, as they com¬ 
prise the majority of the world’s population, and 
are the first to be exposed to social problems. 
Traditional research tools, including the scientific 
method, are also coming under scrutiny, because 
theories and the data substantiating them have 
often reflected the views of a powerful minority. 
While there is not yet a clear postmodern tradition 
in sociology, the postmodern sociologist does not 
pursue universal truths, expressed in enduring 
theories, but becomes a translator and interpreter 
of statements as held under the light of a widening 
heterogeneity of communities. 

See also: anthropology; political science 
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BRIGITTE H. BECHTOLD 

sophist 

The term “sophist,” from the word sophisies, retains 
a history steeped in departures that seduce every 
attempt at its own transcendence. From the 
grounding of a well triggered trope, the sophist 
is master of an “art” as both techne and tableaux 
viuant. There they sculpt a phrase of a fraise to a 
phrase, an “art” of living-as-culture, where an 
attitude attained becomes a katalepsis of style within 
a world ready-made from the epileptic like 
structures of the tropes of essentialized hope. As a 
sport of style in its extreme, the sophist is able to 
usher in the failures of representation, as a 
sneeze within a tableaux vivant, and casts them off 
again into the complexity of the tissue of language. 
Within language, the sophist, as itinerant teacher, 
punctuates what may be transmitted as mere 
postponements of prior propositional experiences. 
The sophist intersects, usher and film star in one, 
what after them spells the scripted repose of the 
filming of classicism, and the drawn-there-to- 
amuse caveats of the Clio of modernism. The 


sophist is within every doubt, master of the 
syncopations of sophia. The question that begs no 
quarter stands: can this apmess be taught of what 
always already within existence is found taut? 

Plato’s more “Academic” Socrates thought not, 
even though his “teacher” was the sophist Prodicus 
of Ceo [Meno 75e, Crafylus 384b). Aristotie felt the 
sting of their profitable pedagogic epideixeis (dis¬ 
plays), civic-centered, yet Lyceum free. The home 
of CaUias, seen in Plato’s Protagoras, gives a glimpse 
at their un-institutionalized circuits sensitized to 
discourses, as does the Hippias Major, Eryxias and 
Axiochus. The sophist’s polyethic culture studies 
have at their core the very crisis of a lingua franca 
embedded in commodity ideologies. Quoting, and 
playing with old genres in satire and seriousness, 
the sophist embraces the “both-and,” rather than 
the “either-or” of exceptionless commensurable 
“truths” hinged to the closer squeak of linguistic 
context determined competence. Lyotard notices 
this in both The Dijferend: Phases in Dispute, and in 
The Postmodern Explained. The universe of the sophist 
is the quanta of language lived as an attitude that 
proliferates meanings, notwithstanding metanarra¬ 
tive voids, multiple histories, and redemptive 
politics. This allows a reflexive irreverence of the 
individual in the face of the “higher” more 
powerful speeches and trope-fixations: of “State,” 
“Truth,” “Culture,” and “Teaching.” Tks Hegel 
noticed, the “mainspring of the world” is what the 
sophists teach. This main spring is the triggering of 
the trope of hope illuminating the night of human 
desire, as the eloquence of a speculation on one’s 
desire. Theirs is an arete of desire. If Socrates was 
Alcibaides’s agalma, the sophist remained the agalma 
to Socrates. Ultimately, the sophist raises praise to 
the foUy of sophia syncopated, and to the suffocation 
of the “Real” that enjoys its betrayal cum reality. In 
this they anticipate the disaster of theory. The 
sophist, craft persons of the fraise where “the 
subject is born in so far as the signifier emerges in 
the field of the Other” (Lacan), is midwife to the 
Ca-roexoC-trope (the Id’s speed of trope). 
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LUCIO ANGELO PRIVITELLO 


speculum 

With the 1974 publication of Speculum. De L’autre 
Femme (translated as Speculum of the Other Woman), the 
contemporary French philosopher Luce Irigaray 
coined the term speculum. Etymologically derived 
from the Latin for mirror, speculum alludes to 
speculum mundi (mirror of the world), a medieval 
theological concept whereby language reflects a 
metaphysical reahty underlying the physical world. 
The term also refers to the specular relation in 
Lacan’s theory of the imaginary; encountering its 
reflection in a mirror, the child enacts an inverse 
relation to an imaginary other which informs its 
nascent identity prior to entry into the symbolic. In 
appropriating the specular model, Irigaray aims to 
subvert the cultmaUy inscribed relation of mascu¬ 
line and feminine intrinsic to phaUogocentric 
discourse. Irigaray transforms the image of the flat 
mirror establishing the specular relation between 
male subject and woman as his inverted and 
imaginary other. Speculum is a metaphor for a 
mode of feminist deconstractive analysis (appro¬ 
priated from Derrida) which aims to turn the 
mirror back on itself Suggestive of the medical 
instrument manipulated to examine the body’s 
internal cavities, speculum alludes to a mode of 
self-reflection establishing the sexual specificity of 
the female subject. Irigaray’s metaphor makes 
possible a transformation whereby woman as 
subject has no other but rather reflects only herself 
in her specificity. As a critical tool, specidum 
disrupts the symmetrical relation indicative of the 
male subject of certainty historically privileged by 
phaUogocentric discourse. 


Irigaray’s method of subverting phaUogocentric 
discourse is referred to as specularization or mimet- 
ism. Suggestive of the metaphorical mirror (spec¬ 
ulum), the intent of specularization is to expose the 
first principle of phaUogocentric discourse, specifi- 
caUy, the postulation of a subject of certainty (cogito) 
which reflects his existence by negating an other. 
HistoricaUy, the feminine has functioned as an 
immanent other and mirror from which the subject 
of certainty abstracts himself in the reflection, 
hence, postulation of his being. The metaphorical 
speculum makes it possible to establish woman as 
subject by occupying the negation or lack of being 
she represents within this discourse. Irigaray’s 
metaphor of crossing back into the mirror which 
subtends aU speciUation (of the male subject) evokes 
her appropriation of Ahce in Wonderland repre¬ 
sentative of nascent female identity (see “The 
Looking Glass, From the Other Side”). Specular¬ 
ization, as this “crossing back” establishes woman 
as subject by aUowing her a mode of self-reflection 
which postulates her being within phaUogocentric 
discourse. 

See also: feminism and postmodernism; psycho¬ 
analytic movement; sensible transcendental 
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ELEANOR PONTORIERO 

structuralism 

A “French Revolution” in the method of analysis of 
structured miUtiplicities. Developed within lin¬ 
guistics (Saussure, Jacobson) and mathematical 
phUosophy (Bourbaki, Lautmann) in the first half of 
the twentieth century, and translated into myth 
analysis, anthropology (DumezU, Levi-Strauss) 
and social science; structuralism culminated in a 
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complex and controversial intellectual hegemony 

during the 1960s (Lacan, Althusser, Barthes), 

that broke up in the 1970s (Foucault, Derrida, 
Deleuze). 

The nature (function) of each element of multi¬ 
plicity is determined by the structure it internalizes. 
The “function” becomes a “differential” element 
expressing or manifesting its structural relation 
with other elements. In the linguistic model, the 
element is a “signifier” and a language-value 
constrained by the play of all elements together 
in what is signified. The differential signifier thus 
achieves “useful” signification by playing off, and 
with other signifiers, both present (actual) or 
absent-but-effective (virtual). The structure can 
never be completely actualized, because it is always 
growing and changing diachronicaUy (“through 
time”), by gaining and losing elements, continually 
re-determining uses and relations (function); and 
because the structure consists in a virtual commu¬ 
nity of speakers and meanings that cannot be 
present all at once. Structural synchrony, or the 
way elements behave and coexist “together in 
time” and make sense with each other by their 
variable but systematic relations, is ideal and 
unlocalizable in space and time (“virtual”). The 
confusion of structure with an actual thing leads 
to unwarranted hypostatizing of the Idea (or 
concept) as fixed icon, reference, or signification. 
Instead, a virtual, unlocatable order incarnates 
itself “here and there” in a speech-event {parole) 
that alters the structure, adding or subtracting 
elements, and modifying relations as it actualizes it. 
The language event is the becoming of structure. 
The only “universal” structural a priori is perhaps 
that “there is” structure, system, order, and form 
that persists through time and variation. 

Plato’s idealism inspired Albert Lautman to 
define mathematical structure as an ideal virtually 
incarnated in physical forms and substances. An 
ideal physics reduces nature to a differential 
equation revealing the virtual structure of universal 
history, whose integral solution would describe the 
complete history of all physical events. The 
evolution of each element through time in its 
relation with other elements would be completely 
determined by the structure expressed by the 
equation. The intellectual revolution of the nine¬ 
teenth century (Carnot, Darwin, Nietzsche, 


Poincare) emphasized the unforeseeabdity of the 
event, its randomness, which eventually radicalized 
the idea of a history that cannot be “structur- 
alized” or idealized. Marx adapted Hegelian 
rationality emerging through the “cunning” of 
historical reason to the idea of class struggle 
resulting in a rational economic solution, Nietzsche 
affirmed the irrationality of becoming, with chance 
events erupting into history and occasionally 
amplifying themselves by natural or cultural 
reproduction into new regimes or institutions. 
The law of history thus resembles that of 
Darwinian “natural” selection, where differential 
reproduction of the “strongest” enables individuals 
or cultural practices to impose themselves. Is there 
any “reason” to this process of cultural evolution, 
or any “progress,” any goal, or just random 
apparition of order resisting entropy (“living”), 
until, its potential exhausted, it dissipates, disap¬ 
pearing into chaos? 

Structure thus becomes an Idea of Chance, an 
oxymoron whose paradox perhaps contains the 
mystery of creation and death. But historical 
“reason” poses another conundrum: what is the 
efficacy of the Marxist idea itself of class struggle and 
communism, and economic justice? Gan the 
process do without “consciousness,” and the idea 
of the structural idea? Gan “truth” and the course 
of history be determined without the historical 
subject taking itself and its “notions” into account? 
This question posits a new source of structural 
idealism, irreducible, neither rational nor irrational 
a priori, but radically unpredictable as to a time 
and place of emergence, and as to form and 
structure. Where science aims to determine the 
form of ideas by a completely rational procedure 
(theory and experiment), it cannot determine and 
predict the course of history without directing 
institutions, and taking control of individuals to 
determine their education (see technology). By 
eliminating sources of irrationality, including the 
freedom to “deviate” from the rational schema of 
“good” and “common sense,” by prescribing the 
eradication of irrational myth, ideology, religious 
fantasy, and the fictioning of subjects and events 
(“lying”) does science propose to eliminate the 
subject in its possible freedom? 

By the 1950s, it appeared that ideologies and 
myths would yield their truth to a structuralist 
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analysis informed by the Freudian “logic of the 
unconscious” formalized by structural linguistics 
(Levi-Strauss, Lacan). Myth and ideology are 
driven by social fantasies trying to solve problems 
of life, sexuality (including “community”), and 
death (and its denial). Each element (image, 
speech), of dream or myth is treated as a signifier 
whose signified is another signifier, a wish, a 
desire, articulated, but without definitive articula¬ 
tion (signification). Historical narration itself, no 
matter how “scientific” in its procedures of 
collecting and evaluating evidence, expresses a 
view of events refracted through the prism of the 
historian’s individual and cultural desire, fantasy, 
mood, and sense of tragedy or comedy. There is no 
one archetype of history to which histories must 
conform (the myth-fantasy of the One Truth), and 
each interpreter of events is “condemned to be 
free” to select and combine elements into a 
structure of sense. The crucial factor is the 
systematic openness of structure to radical tempor¬ 
ality and historicity; a varying idea, of the 
capricious or cruel playfulness, or even random¬ 
ness, of an ultimately unstructuralizable, and 
perhaps unintelligible event. 

The key to structure is precisely what it is trying 
to but cannot dominate: life, death, chance and 
change. There is no question that order is real (we 
do exist), however temporary. Life, “a life” is, as 
Delcuze said, “immanent” (real, universal, non- 
locatable, virtual). It is a continual self-reinvention 
and balancing act of “dissipative structures” 
(Prigogine) that surfs and feeds on waves of 
information and energy perpetually on the brink 
of falling over into chaos. 

Saussure thought the elements of language were 
“nothing” without relation to each other. For 
Deleuze they are positive nothings, the zeroes of a 
new differential calculus of the event, ratios 
between elements of signs and events converging 
or diverging at uncertain, problematic moments 
and places, according to the creativity of their 
construction. Human subjects and groups are 
multiphcities trying to make structures of sense of 
other multiplicities and of themselves. The “sym- 
bohe,” the “imaginary” and “real” consequences 
of our acts are the stakes we play for as our lives, 
deatiis, honor, shame, beauty, and horror. The 
universe is a language, a semiotic community 


whose elementary particles mutually affect each 
other with organization, life, and death. Virtual life 
is the immanence running through it. Each 
formation carries something of its history into its 
next encounter, combination, dissipation, or de¬ 
struction. An assemblage of assemblages reinvent¬ 
ing themselves and creating possibilities. Perhaps 
the “possible,” then, is the ultimate reality or 
fiction, the “Structure” of “structures” at the risk 
of hypostatizing a “Set” of all possibilities to the 
exclusion of un-probabUizable chance or creativity 
(see Bourdieu, Pierre). 

The basic structuralist fallacy thus consists in 
denial of the reality of time and indeterminacy, 
source of the improvisations of becoming. This is 
the “Thing” that structuralism (and science?) desire 
to tame and rule. It is the point of a spatio- 
temporal rupture where structures are born and 
die, and which is the threshold at which language 
takes over from biology to redetermine human 
subjects by the “unconscious” memory of an 
unpayable Debt. As a disequilibrium generated 
by the tragic discordance of our differential (guilty) 
origins a poststructuralist event could be the arrival 
of a new innocence, and a beyond of justice. 

See also: anthropology; community; desire; 
ideology; justice; language; linguistics; play; 
poststructuralism; science; semiotics; technology; 
rmiversal 
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PETER CANNING 

subjectivity 

Term used in a number of discourses in the social 
sciences to describe a human being constituted and 
altered by historical, social and linguistic structures. 
The postmodern conception of subjectivity can be 
distinguished by its opposition to the Cartesian 
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notion of the subject: a strongly bounded agent of 
rational self-legislation conceived in traditional 
epistemolog}" (from Descartes to Kant) as the 
counterpart to the object. Despite diverse and 
sometimes oppositional formulations, postmoder¬ 
nist and poststructuralist critics share an impulse to 
“deconstruct” the hmnanist subject as the intend¬ 
ing source of knowledge and meaning. Such 
accoimts redefine the human self as an entity 
constructed by, and not simply reflected in a 
culture’s social discourses, linguistic structures, and 
signifying practices. Some of the most influential 
figures in the postmodern formulation of sub¬ 
jectivity have been Jacques Lacan in psycho¬ 
analysis, Jacques Derrida in deconstruction, 
Roland Barthes in semiotics, Michel Foucault 
in the historical analysis of discourse, and Luce 
Irigaray and Julia Kristeva in feminism. 

The postmodern conception of a socially con¬ 
stituted subject often refers back to Karl Marx and 
Sigmund Freud. Both challenged traditional 
notions of the self: Marx by giving priority to the 
material world in elaborating the workings of 
capitalism, and Freud by decentering the rational 
self in isolating the unconscious determinants of 
human thought and action. Postmodern theories of 
subjectivity add to these historical developments an 
increased emphasis on the subject’s reliance upon 
language. This linguistic turn is indebted to 
Ferdinand de Saussure’s claim that meaning 
arises from relations of difference within a sodo- 
linguistic system, and to the structuralist criticism 
of Emile Benveniste and Barthes that Saussurean 
linguistics influenced. Lacan brings the insights of 
structuralist linguistics to his postmodern theory of 
subjectivity, and demonstrates how the processes of 
signification and subject formation occur in 
tandem. In Lacanian psychoanalysis, the child 
passes through the mirror stage, acquires 
language, and gains a “subject position” within 
society’s signifying practices. This movement into 
the “symbolic order” makes subjectivity possible, 
but it also radically divides and alienates the subject 
from “being,” that is, from any unmediated 
consciousness of body or psyche (see body with¬ 
out organs). Derrida has also defined the 
postmodern subject as an effect of language. In 
his poststructuralist account, subjectivity follows 
the movement of language, an endless “writing” 


governed by “dijferance,” a Derridean coinage that 
combines the ideas of difference and deferral. 
When applied to the human self, differance suggests 
a discursively constructed subject that never 
coheres to form a complete or non-contradictory 
indmdual. Foucault has similarly proclaimed the 
death of both the Cartesian subject and the 
traditional idea of the author, giving special 
prominence to the concept of “discourse” as 
the primary medium in the constitution of sub¬ 
jectivity, knowledge and power. 

Feminist critics have theorized the cultural 
construction of the “sexed” and “gendered” 
subject, and addressed the possibilities for political 
and personal change, concerns some have argued 
are absent or problematically formulated in the 
work of Barthes, Lacan, Derrida, and Foucault. 
Although feminists work with often contesting 
theoretical paradigms, they generally agree that 
descriptions of subjectivity have been focused and 
modeled on the male subject: women have 
historically been denied subjectivity. Consequendy 
in the 1970s, French feminists Luce Irigaray and 
Julia Kristeva have attempted to name the specific 
features of female subjectivity. Attacking Freud’s 
theory of female sexuality based on a lack of the 
male penis, Irigaray argues that women have 
always been excluded from the symbolic order, 
and thus escape cultural construction. Because 
female subjects enjoy an unmediated relation to 
their bodies, Irigaray contends, they experience an 
autoeroticism that threatens to subvert patriarchal 
norms and ideology (see jouissance). Kristeva 
promotes a similar theory of female subjectivity by 
associating woman with the “semiotic” rather than 
the “symbolic.” Both Irigaray and Kristeva con¬ 
tend that women’s discourse, defined in terms of 
ungrammatical and anti-teleological language, 
exceeds restrictive social codes governing male 
discourse. Other feminists have taken issue with 
what has commonly been perceived as the notion 
of timeless female essence at work in French 
feminism. Judith Butler’s theory of gender perfor¬ 
mance, Elizabeth Grosz’s account of the cultural 
construction of the body, and Jacqueline Rose’s 
feminist intervention in Lacanian psychoanalysis 
have similarly suggested that female bodies and 
selves are no more free from socio-linguistic 
mediation than those of men. While feminist 
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theoreticians continue to debate the merits of 
“essentialism,” many feminists combine the rigor 
of critical theory and the concerns of social practice 
to mobilize cultural boundaries in which women 
attain a variety of subject positions. 

Since the 1980s, cultural studies of subjectivity 
have often followed paths laid out by Foucault’s 
analysis of the congruence between socially con¬ 
stituted subjects and political distributions of 
power. Like many feminists, critics working in 
the fields of new historicism, postcolonialism, and 
gay and lesbian studies reject the theory of the 
passive subject whoUy determined by culture and 
language. Consequently, cultural critics have 
introduced issues of human agency and individual 
responsibility, and coneepts of intersubjeetivity and 
community into discussions of postmodern sub¬ 
jectivity. In many cultural arenas, the constitution 
of the subject is formulated as a complex interac¬ 
tion between linguistic determination and personal 
intervention. Social subjects situate themselves in a 
number of culturally-regulated communities, which 
contain both pre-estahlished protocols for commu¬ 
nication, and the potential for social transforma¬ 
tion. For historically marginalized “others” - 
women, the propertyless, homosexuals, and people 
of diverse races and ethnicities - these multiple 
communal affiliations promote the creation of 
alternative social sites for self-definition. Cultural 
critics have also addressed issues of masculinity, 
investigating the social and political constraints that 
delimit the construction of male subjectivity. Other 
wide-ranging cultural studies of postmodern sub¬ 
jectivity have been formulated by Homi Bhabha, 
beU hooks, Kaja Silverman and Gayatri Spivak. 

See also: community; discourse; feminism and 
postmodernism; ideology; language; post¬ 
structuralism; power 
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TAMMY CLEWELL 

sublime 

The sublime is negative pleasure resulting from the 
mind’s unsuccessful attempt to represent the 
infinite. The term was given its classical expression 
by Immanuel Kant (1724—1804) in his 1790 work, 
the Critique of Judgment. The sublime has been 
reinterpreted by postmodern theorists as represent¬ 
ing an aporia, a gap, or an abyss which marks the 
inability of language to signify objective meaning. 
The term is particularly relevant to the studies of 
aesthetics, literary criticism, and philosophy. 

For Kant, a judgment of beauty involved the 
free play of imagination and understanding. Such a 
judgment is necessarily subjective, because it lacks 
an objective concept or understanding, or content, 
but it is also universally communicable as a 
judgment of taste. That is, a judgment of taste or 
beauty demands that every rational observer 
recognize the object as beautiful, even if one 
cannot objectively prove that the object is beautiful 
in itself In a judgment of the sublime, however, 
understanding disappears, and imagination en¬ 
gages in a desperate struggle with reason. The 
imagination is forced by reason to comprehend or 
present as a whole an infinite apprehension, which 
it cannot do, thus opening up “an abyss in which 
the imagination is afraid to lose itself” (Kant 1987; 
115 ). 

The human mind is prompted by a natural 
event or phenomenon to reflect upon its own 
power to proceed to infinity in its apprehension, 
which exceeds or outstrips the ability of the 
understanding to comprehend this dizzying insight 
into infinity. This intuition is a disorienting, or 
negative insight, but for Kant human reason then 
enters the scene and demands a presentation of this 
infinite apprehension, which the imagination 
cannot do, and which wounds itself in the effort. 
The judgment of sublimity is thus a pleasure (albeit 
a negative one) because it evidences the power of 
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reason to contain the awesome power of the 
imagination and direct it toward moral ends. The 
human being is ennobled by her or his ability to 
contemplate the raging force of nature from a safe 
distance, secure in the knowledge that even though 
nature can crush one, that person has achieved an 
intellectual moral sublimity which brute nature can 
never destroy. 

In the twentieth century, after two world wars, a 
holocaust, and the unleashing of atomic power, 
most postmodern thinkers no longer maintain such 
confidence in reason to contain the brutal power of 
imagination. Many writers, such as Jean-Franpois 
Lyotard (1924—) and Jacques Derrida (1930-), 
attempt to articulate a vision of the sublime as 
abyss, or the inability to represent in language the 
infinity which human beings are capable of 
reflecting upon. 

Lyotard develops a reading of the sublime in his 
book, Lessons on the Analytic of the Sublime. He claims 
that the Critique of Judgment represents the situation 
of reflection or critique in general, and claims that 
all knowledge is tautegorical (lacks objective 
content) and heuristic (submits to the pragmatic 
demand for being universally communicable). For 
Lyotard, every judgment of beauty, if taken to an 
extreme, threatens to become sublime. Addition¬ 
ally, the sublime represents a dififerend, a conflict 
between reason and imagination which is not in 
principle resolvable at a higher level by a universal 
tribunal or power, but which can only be felt. 
Lyotard elaborates his concept of the differend in 
The Differend: Phrases in Dispute. 

In his essay “Parergon,” Derrida claims that the 
Kantian sublime is anthropomorphic because it is 
framed by the measure of human knowing and 
thinking. This frame which reason places around 
the sublime event prevents it from ultimately 
piercing reason’s equanimity. Derrida contrasts 
the sublime with the colossal, which in Kant, 
according to Derrida, in its monstrosity belongs to 
neither nature nor culture but rather both in a 
disturbing and terrifying way. 

The subhme in a postmodern sense, as mon¬ 
strous, colossal, or abyss, bursts the bounds of 
reason which attempted to keep it in check. The 
sublime refers to the inability of human beings, in 
their language and thinking, to represent the 
infinite capacities of their own thinking or powers 


of reflection. It also refers to the tension which 

arises when people conceive, apprehend, or try to 

represent the imrepresentable. 

See also: mise en abyme; representation 
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CLAYTON CROCKETT 


symptom 

The term “symptom” is used in psychoanalysis to 
designate the psychosomatic manifestation of an 
underlying psychic conflict. The symptom usually 
manifests itself in neuroses as a physical ailment (a 
sore throat, a numb limb, a pain) for which doctors 
cannot find a medical cause. Psychoanalysis, “the 
talking cure,” allows the analysand to translate the 
symptom into conscious thought and thereby 
dissolve it. The symptom is therefore a ciphered 
message from the unconscious. Postmodern 
theory reads history and culture as symptoms, 
and shows that the truth of the symptom is simply 
the repressed and thereby traumatic desire that 
produces it, but also the enjoyment derived from it. 
We protect our symptom, we refuse to let it go, 
because it is the crux of our identity. This is the 
reason behind the anorexic’s refusal to eat, the 
alcohoHc’s or drug addict’s inability to quit, and the 
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obsession with health and exercise, or consumer¬ 
ism, to name only a few examples. 

As a standard medical term, “symptom” first 
appeared in its precise psychoanalytic sense in 
Sigmund Freud’s (1856-1939) Interpretation of 
Dreams (1900). Freud claimed that the mechanisms 
of the neurotic symptom were identical to those of 
the dream. In both cases, the repressed psychic 
conflict surfaces disguised in such a way (distorted 
or displaced) that it remains unrecognized. The 
symptom according to Freud is “the return of the 
repressed.” Freud detected a similar mechanism 
not only in the symptom and the dream, but also in 
a whole series of commonplace phenomena such as 
slips of the tongue, parapraxes (bungled actions), 
puns, jokes, and literature and art. 

Following Freud, Jacques Lacan (1901-1981), a 
French psychoanalyst whose work incorporated 
structuralist linguistics and anthropology into 
Freudian psychoanalysis, posited that “the uncon¬ 
scious is structured like a language.” Borrowing 
from Ferdinand de Saussure’s linguistics the 
crucial distinction between signifier (the sound or 
written form of a word) and signified (meaning), 
Lacan suggested that the unconscious codes its 
messages by exploiting the structure of the signifier 
(the way the sounds or letters are put together). 
Language invades the body and uses it as its 
signifying material, a claim that Lacan encapsu¬ 
lated in the statement “the symptom is a 
metaphor.” Lacan also claimed that the symptom 
comes from the future, in other words, that the 
meaning of the symptom is a construct of the work 
of interpretation; on this point, Lacanian psycho¬ 
analysis resonates with certain aspects of post¬ 
structuralism. In one of his last and as yet 
unpublished seminars {Seminaire XXIII, Le Sinthome, 
1975—6), Lacan coined the term sinthome, a 
homonym, to designate the symptom constitutive 
of the subject. The sinthome is a knot, a pathological 
kernel of subjectivity, which comes about in the 
subject’s encounter with society. It is not a problem 
that can be resolved to allow the subject to enter 
normalcy, but literally what holds him/her to¬ 
gether. In postmodernity, identity is tied to a 
sinthome, a kernel of traumatic experience that 
defines the subject precisely in his/her relation to 
society. For example, hearing-impaired activists 
reject the notion of deafness as a physical defect 


and have at times proposed isolation from a 
hearing society that construes them as lacking. 
The trauma according to them is precisely their 
encounter with a hearing society, not deafness itself 
To a certain degree, all permutations of identity 
politics in terms of race, class, gender, sexuality or 
ethnicity can be understood in this light. Lacan’s 
radical intervention is in pointing out that 
subjectivity is indissolubly tied to the sinthome, and 
that the dissolution of this symptom can only lead 
to the dissolution of the subject as such, that is, to 
schizophrenia. 

Slavoj Zizek, a Slovenian social scientist, 
brought Lacanian psychoanalytic theory to bear 
on cultural and political phenomena. Zizek’s 
approach lays emphasis on the monstrous pleasure, 
the jouissance, that Lacan attaches to the 
symptom. According to Zizek, capitalism enjoins 
the subject to enjoy his/her symptom under the 
auspices of the liberal western democratic princi¬ 
ples of freedom, equality, and the pursuit of 
happiness. Talk shows, investigative reports, and 
autobiographical books and movies thrive by 
parading victims and their various symptoms in 
front of millions. On the other hand, a whole 
apparatus of experts, organizations, products and 
services both caters to, and proliferates the 
production of symptoms. Not only is the symptom 
not treated as a problem, it moreover appears as 
the necessary condition for participating in a media 
democracy, a fact clearly demonstrated in the 
media frenzy that surrounds celebrities and public 
figures. Indeed, public figures without prominent 
personal tragedies or compromising incidents are 
either ignored, considered suspect, or actively 
disliked. By the same token, internal social crises 
(unemployment, homelessness, crime, illegal im¬ 
migration), or external political crises (war, geno¬ 
cide, religious fundamentalism), can be seen as 
aggravated by the horrified Western attempts to 
control them by producing institutions, commit¬ 
tees, organizations, by directing funds, military and 
other aid, and media attention to them. In the 
context of Zizek’s theory, these crises, however 
threatening they appear, are indeed constitutive 
symptoms of Western democracies. They are grist 
to the min of their national and international 
organizations and institutions that maintain the 
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identity and power precisely as Western democ¬ 
racies. 
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BEATRICE SKORDILI 

synecdoche 

Synecdoche means literally understanding one 
thing with another; as a rhetorical trope, the 
substitution of part for whole or vice versa. When 
defined as the use of an attribute or adjunct as a 
substitution for that of the thing meant, synecdoche 
is directly related to metonymy. There are 
however crucial differences between the two 
concepts that make synecdoche a concept poten¬ 
tially more palatable to the postmodern condition. 
Metonymy, which is literally a “change of name,” 
has sometimes come to connote a potentially 
unified relationship between two concepts, func¬ 
tioning through a one-way relationship that moves 
towards explaining one concept in terms of the 
other. In synecdoche, the two concepts are 
interlocked in a relationship that continually resists 
such formal, metonymic closure. Postmodernism 
thus might treat synecdochic “contiguity” as a 
principle that helps account for indeterminacy 
rather than as a trope aimed a negotiating and 
masking that indeterminacy. 


like other linguistic phenomena, however, 
synecdoche offers both possibilities that are accep¬ 
table to the postmodern landscape, and narrowly 
rhetorical uses that deny the postmodern condition 
through metanarratives of unity. In treating tropes 
as an “internal articulation of the philosophical 
ideal,” formalist views of language create “a 
conceptual network in which philosophy itself has 
been constituted” (Derrida). This has been the case 
with synecdoche; the narrowly rhetorical view 
invites synecdochic difference to become a tool 
towards the positing of unity. Hence, a synecdochic 
relationship becomes representative of “micro¬ 
cosm” and “macrocosm,” as difference is trans¬ 
muted into figurations of cormectedness. In this 
way, the formalist definition creates from synec¬ 
doche a nearly metaphoric (or at least metonymic) 
relationship, suggesting a movement from vehicle 
to tenor that delimits meaning. In the process, this 
corrupted synecdoche creates what Derrida calls 
an “idealizing metaphor” or de Man might 
suggest has crossed from contiguity to analogy. 

A postmodern view of synecdoche, conversely, 
would retain the pure understanding of synecdoche 
as “contiguity,” that is, “understanding one thing 
with another” as opposed to understanding one 
thing “in terms of another.” Kenneth Burke 
explores this possibility indirectly by including 
synecdoche as one of his four master tropes. By 
exploding the tropes’ “purely figurative usage” in 
favor of their existence as conditions of the human 
mind and speech, Burke seems to follow Jakobson’s 
linguistic turn. Jakobson’s understanding of the 
metonymic and metaphoric poles as extant in 
speech acts generally undermines the master 
narrative that treats rhetorical troping as in the 
service of a metaphysics of presence. Likewise, 
a postmodern perspective upon synecdoche would 
not move towards “meaning,” but towards infinite 
regress as the two terms become locked in a 
synecdochic relationship that resists metaphoric 
reduction (see tnise en abyme; binary opposi¬ 
tion). It might be argued that this could be true of 
metaphor as well, were we to avoid the one-way 
movement from vehicle to tenor, and instead focus 
upon the mutual attraction and repulsion of the 
two terms (completing what Derrida calls “the 
circle of the heliotrope”). Metaphor, however, has 
always already been reduced to its formal defi- 
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nitions. But synecdoche, since it has been subject to 
less formalist reinterpretations than metaphor (or 
even metonymy), retains the potential to bypass 
formalist patterns (as weU as grammatical under¬ 
standings of rhetoric) that “use resemblance as a 
way to disguise dilference” or continue “the great 
immobile chain of Aristotelian ontology” (Derrida). 
This, of course, is only true if synecdoche retains its 
involvement in what Jakobson calls the “aetual 
bipolarity” that has been replaced by an “ampu¬ 
tated, unipolar scheme.” What Jakobson calls 
“bipolarity;” the postmodernist might read as 
symptomatic of dilference and absence. If we were 
to extrapolate, we might even venture that 
formalist interpretations of metaphor and meto¬ 
nymy have, by association, masked the more 
disruptive tendencies of synecdoche. As de Man 
notes, synecdoche (like other tropes) can be the 
“most seductive of metaphors” when used in 
service of “organic beauty.” However synecdoche 
on its face posits not unity, but a contiguity that is 
not readily reduced to the beauty of irony, paradox, 
or ambiguity; the “ambiguity” and “paradox” of 
synecdoche, rather, is inscrutable and irreducible; a 


condition of language’s natural jowissawcc, not a 
rhetorical trope. Such an understanding of synec¬ 
doche might be more in keeping with the 
Derridean sense that “tropes must necessarily 
belong to the prescientific phase of knowledge.” 
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Taylor, Mark C. 

b. 13 December 1945, New Jersey, USA 

Pbilosopher, theologian, and cultural 
analyst 

After publishing important studies on Soren 
Kierkegaard and G.W.E Hegel, Mark G. Taylor 
became one of the first Americans to introduce 
deconstruction into theology and religious 
studies. Reading Jacques Derrida’s destabilizing 
approach to language as a “hermeneutic of the 
death of God,” Taylor uses deconstruction to 
develop a theology of culture in a culture where 
God is dead. 

Throughout Taylor’s work, the question of 
selfhood has been central. While his early studies 
advocate an integration and rmity of self based on 
the Hegelian logic of identity-in-difference, his later 
work argues that the death of God must lead also 
to a death of the integrated and self-identical self 
In his ground-breaking text. Erring: A Postmodern A/ 
theology (1984), Taylor explicates the ways in which 
traditional Western culture has hnked the meaning 
of God to the meaning of the self and related 
concepts (history, the book), and he elaborates the 
alteration that this network of concepts undergoes 
when deconstructed. Reading the death of God 
deconstructively, Taylor argues that modernity’s 
humanistic atheism, by replacing the Creator God 
with a creative human subject, merely reverses 
(without radically questioning) the binary cate¬ 
gories of traditional Western thought (God/self, 
transcendence/immanence, rmity/multiplicity, per¬ 
manence/change, and so on). The death of the 


God who grounds traditional thought, Taylor 
insists, must also disrupt such oppositional cate¬ 
gories. 

A deconstructive reading of the death of God 
effects such a disruption by oscillating betsveen 
theism and atheism in a postmodern a/fheology 
that wanders along the unthought border of 
difference that unsettles binary thinking. Along 
that border, the traditional God who, as Logos, 
renders meaning stable and univocal gives way to 
language’s radical instabihty and ambiguity, and 
the centered, self-identical self created in the image 
of that God is undone by the irreducible otherness 
that haunts aU self-identity. hiAltarity (1987), Taylor 
elaborates the religious significance of such other¬ 
ness or alterity through his notion of aJtarity. 
Finding within twentieth-century French thinking 
notions of difference that resist the modern, 
Hegelian subjects attempt to secure identity-in¬ 
difference, Taylor argues that such approaches to 
difference can be read as extensions of Soren 
Kierkegaard’s earlier attack on Hegel in the name 
of the “wholly other.” Taylor thus reads Kierke¬ 
gaard via the postmodern eritique of Hegel, and 
vice versa. In doing so, he is able to draw out the 
religious significance of thinkers from Georges 
Bataille and Jacques Lacan to Maurice Blan- 
chot and Emmanuel Levinas. 

Having established such a postmodern religious 
thinking in Erring and Altarity, Taylor’s more recent 
work advances that thinking by addressing the 
question of religion and the sacred in such areas as 
art and architecture, the body and disease, pop- 
culture and media technologies. 
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TOM CARLSON 

technology 

To speak of technology in the postmodern age is to 
speak of an intricate web of science, technology, 
and engineering, because they are not separate 
activities undertaken in separate communities; 
instead, they influence and enhance the develop¬ 
ment of one another in fundamental ways. For 
example, technical instruments are crucial for 
theoretical breakthroughs, while a conceptual 
background is essential for engineering applica¬ 
tions. It therefore makes sense to speak of their 
constellation in terms of technoscience, as Jean- 
Frangois Lyotard did in 1982. 

Technoscience was originally explained in 
traditional terms (technology is the implementation 
of science, a form of testing scientific knowledge) 
and not as a blurred site of knowledge production, 
that is, a site wherein one cannot do the one 
without the other, as Bruno Latour and Steve 
Woolgar argue (1986). By the end of the twentieth 
century, technoscience denotes a dynamic relation¬ 
ship among instruments and people within a 
cultural context that brings about conceptual and 
practical changes. 

Technoscience, as the constellation of science, 
technology, and engineering is best understood in 
terms of the activities of members of a commu¬ 
nity (in the senses developed by Robert Merton, 
Michael Polanyi, or Thomas Kuhn). What informs 
the shift from talking about technoscience as such 
to the activities of the technoscientific community 
is the realization that we are dealing with humans 


who produce, distribute, and consume techno¬ 
scientific tools and instruments. Reminding our¬ 
selves that there is a human face attached to 
technoscience helps us recognize the inherent 
fallibility of technoscience and the need for 
ongoing critical evaluations and revisions. In short, 
the assignment of responsibility may shift depend¬ 
ing on particular circumstances, but this does not 
mean that no assignment of responsibility will ever 
be justified. 

The technoscientific community is engaged in 
research and development activities the scope of 
which may elude individual members, especially in 
projects termed Big Science, like the Manhattan 
Project and the Human Genome Project. The 
scope of a project may be so vast that it raises two 
related problems: (1) those involved in research 
may not be those involved in development, and (2) 
within either research or development, each 
member’s contribution will not be fuUy appreciated 
and comprehended by every' other member. 
Though the general contours of the project may 
be formulated for the benefit of all participants at 
different stages, the details of eaeh stage are known 
primarily by those directly involved in that stage. A 
community too large and heterogeneous to moni¬ 
tor, and a process too fluid to control, may lead one 
to think of technoscience as being autonomous in 
Langdon Winner’s sense. 

As for the postmodern features that have infused 
the contemporary community of technoscientists, 
the following should be mentioned. To begin with, 
postmodernists shifted the discussion of the auton¬ 
omy or control of technology to the domain of the 
community of technoscientists. In doing so, there is 
also a shift from a theoretical discourse on the 
relationship between so-called pure scienee and 
applied technology to a practical discourse on the 
responsibility of those participating (and not only 
observing) technoscientific innovations (whether in 
biochemistry, astrophysics, or genetic research). It 
seems that because postmodernists insist that all 
discourses and practices shoifld be treated equally 
(since none deserves to be above critical evaluation 
or remain beyond methodological as well as moral 
reproach), there has evolved a stronger sense of 
(personal) responsibility in anything technoscienti¬ 
fic. 
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RAPHAEL SASSOWER 

tele-synaesthesia 

Tele-synaesthesia is a term coined by the Belgian 
painter, new media artist and theorist Dr Hugo, 
pseudonym for Hugo Heyrman (1942-) to describe 
that the new media and Internet enable us to 
experience different kinds of information which are 
of a specifically telematic nature and for this reason 
effectively differ from the usual forms of commu¬ 
nication. By linking the concepts “tele” and 
“synaesfhesia” to each other, we deal with the fact 
that the transmission of digital data creates a 
synaesthetic effect: tele-synaesthesia. 

Synaesthesia is derived from the Greek words 
“syn” (together) and “aisthssis” (perception). Up to 
a certain degree, everybody is slighdy synaesthete 
(to perceive = synaesthetic and synoptical). Sy¬ 
naesthesia is a sensorial faculty which refers to a 
blurring of the normal differences and borders 
between the senses: image and sound intermingle, 
at times feeling and taste intermix, in short: aU 
sensorial interrelations are possible. Tele (also 
derived from the Greek) stands for “far,” and for 
occurring at great distance. In the future, our 


consciousness, our body and senses will be 
confronted with new experiences, with synaesthetic 
qualities that are instantaneous and - above all - 
multi-sensorial as a result of the new media (the 
proliferation of informatics and of knowledge). 

“The content of a medium is the previous 
medium,” Marshall McLuhan (1911-1980) wrote. 
A necessary consequence of this principle entails 
the fact that a person who searches for a deeper 
inner meaning is bound to invariably end up with 
the previous medium: in the case of writing, this 
means speech; in the case of photography this 
would be painting and the graphic arts; for the 
radio, it is both the narrative and concerts; for film, 
it is both photography and theatre; for interactive 
media, this would be opera, theatre, television and 
video. 

We know that one stimulation of the senses 
automatically leads to another by means of 
association. Therefore, synaesthesia is an impor¬ 
tant factor in every creative act and each form of 
interpretation. The same goes for media, but, in 
this case, it takes place on a meta-level: cyberme¬ 
dia, where our senses become tele-senses. Virtual 
worlds have already emerged in a great many 
divergent domains. As of yet, one could find 
applications in the field of the arts, scientific 
visualization, virtual universities, cinematographic 
animation and simulation, teleconferencing, tele¬ 
jobs, virtual voyaging, virtual museums, virtual 
sports, virtual robots, teleshopping, tele-medieine, 
tele-studying and so on. Virtual reality does not 
only make the inconceivable quite conceivable, but 
equally makes it functional. By browsing and freely 
navigating through cyberspace, virtual worlds are 
within reach. Experiencing the world by means of 
computer technology; to see, hear, feel and interact 
and to share these experiences with others is the 
very essence of virtual reality (VR). And, at the 
same time, this entails that by means of the inter¬ 
media, and especially via \'R, age-old dreams of 
artists about synaesthesia resurface and become 
true. In this context, we speak about: optimizing 
the modalities of experience. By synchronizing 
images, sound, movement and haptic experiences, 
electronic media are able to bring about the 
intermingling and fusion of one medium into 
another, resulting in making colors audible, 
visualizing sound and making words palpable. 
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Consequently, by being on-line, one is in extenso 
connected with each other (in “real time”) by 
means of image, sound and touch/feeling. Cyber¬ 
space is a collective mental environment/ambient 
indeed. 

This leads us to the point where we can reflect in 
some more detail upon the impact and the 
consequences of tele-synaesthesia as seen above: 
interactive multimedia and electronic networks 
create uncharted possibilities of interconnection, 
thus enabling us to expand the reach of our 
sensorial perception. The new interactive relation¬ 
ship between consciousness, body, senses and our 
techno-culture consists within and of the human 
experience as a purposeful subject/object that can 
be designed as a virtual body. It is the start of the 
exploratory expedition of the (enhanced, extended) 
human senses (tele-senses) in cyberspace; conse¬ 
quently, tele-synaesthesia will constitute a new 
global challenge. 

This description contains a definition of tele- 
synaesthesia: virtual interactions between the tele¬ 
senses, developed by means of new technological 
means in order to overcome the constraints of the 
human senses. Tele-synaesthetic experiences are 
important explorations as they offer us a better 
insight in the nature of both our natural senses and 
of our electronically empowered/enhanced senses. 

In the opinion of the philosopher and phenom- 
enologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1907-61), sy- 
naesthesia stood for: the natural way of perceiving 
the world. In his Phenomenology of Perception, he 
wrote: “Synaesthetic perception is the rule, and we 
are unaware of this fact for the sole reason that 
scientific knowledge shifts and displaces the 
epicentre of our experiences, in such manner that 
we have been conditioned not to see or to hear any 
longer, or to feel in general anymore” (1989: 229). 

Tele-synaesthesia: the traveling senses, it is as if 
Einstein and Magritte were to meet each other in a 
virtual environment. These are advanced applica¬ 
tions of human experience. In the future, synaes¬ 
thetic media, and cybernetic time are the most 
innovating components in this process. It is a 
dynamic meta-medium with relevant dimensions 
and perspectives in tele-culture. This raises new 
questions: “in how far are we prepared for this?”; 
“how shall we (as a society) learn the art and 
acquire the raison d’etre for living together in a 


virtual multiversum?”; “should we not be aware of 
the need for and necessity of a vision, for critical 
reflection and a clear insight into these ultra-rapid 
developments?” Because, ultimately, what we 
aspire to is a technology with a human face, which 
will enhance the values and quality of our lives. 
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DR HUGO 

text 

The term text has traditionally designated a written 
work. Since poststi'ucturalist theory (see post¬ 
structuralism) altered the definition and de¬ 
limitations of writing, the range of a texts applic¬ 
ability has expanded, not only to encompass most 
forms of discourse, but also to describe areas 
conventionally considered “extra-textual.” Adding 
scope rather than colonizing territory, those who 
explore these new fields of text keep active their 
inquiry into texts’ boundaries and interrelations. In 
a complementary gesture, text has been invoked to 
put into question received notions of the integrity 
of the “work,” including the idea that it is 
intentionally produced by an author who config¬ 
ures a particular referent within it. With both of 
these contemporary formulations, texts derivation 
from the Greek word for weaving [tekto) has 
assumed metaphoric and descriptive rather than 
explanatory value (see Barthes, Roland; Der- 
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rida, Jacques). When conceived in the narrow 
sense as something written, text is always consti¬ 
tuted as an intertextual fabric, the product of 
language that has already been employed in other 
texts and contexts (see Bakhtin, Mikhail; 
Kristeva, Julia). The larger “cultural” or “so¬ 
cial” systems that text names find themselves 
likewise discussed as intertextual “networks,” the 
origins of whose threads carmot be disentangled 
(Frow, Bennett). What, then, can one stiU say in 
general about text, a term that vaunts its lack of 
classificatory power? Simply that designating 
something a text implies that it can be construed 
as a signifying system, rather than (exclusively) an 
entity that “exists” as a possible referent, and, by 
wrtue of this fact, asks to be read. Psychoanalytic, 
post-Marxist, and deconstructive accounts would 
probably all agree on this basic tenet. The 
remaining, continually vexed question, is whether 
one can delineate an ontology of the postmodern 
text, or rather, if the issue of its identity can in any 
way be secured. 

Writing, as activity and entity, emerges newly 
conceived in both Roland Barthes’s “The Death of 
the Author” (1977) and Jacques Derrida’s Of 
Grammatology (1976). Barthes contrasts a de-cen- 
tered writing with a series of seemingly centralized 
concepts, and proclaims it as a radical, semi¬ 
political break with tradition. Derrida instead, 
explains why writing is usually disparaged, then 
proceeds to detail how its deficiencies can be 
discovered in what appeared centralized as well, 
thus turning even speech into a type of writing. 
Although Barthes claims that the author’s death, or 
his replacement by the “scriptor,” (the writer-scribe 
of the Latinate future), occurs on a theoretical 
plane and not within an empirical history, he stiU 
perceives this death as a modern rupture, an event 
within history that will alter our theoretical 
approaches. For Barthes, the advent of writing is 
essentially transformative, since writing “is the 
destruction of every voice, of every point of origin. 
Writing is that neutral, composite, oblique space 
where our subject slips away...” (Barthes 1977: 
142). By contrast, Derrida, although he designates 
Of Grammatology’s first chapter “The End of the 
Book and the Beginning of Writing,” explains that 
this empirical “end” reveals the closure of a certain 
concept of speech, one that he takes to underlie 


Western metaphysics. The “book,” as descendant 
of the medieval “book of nature,” coUects presence 
into a unity. “The idea of the book is the idea of a 
totality, finite or infinite, of the signifier; this totality 
of the signifier carmot be a totality, unless a totality 
constituted by the signified preexists it, supervises 
its inscriptions and its signs, and is independent of 
it in its ideality” (Derrida 1976: 18). Derrida asks 
instead that we consider writing (ecriture) — synon¬ 
ymous with inscription, and the rule of the signifier — 
as the precondition of speech itself, and, indeed, all 
forms of presence. Here begins the chain of 
reasoning leading to a claim many have considered 
scandalous, Derrida’s assertion that “There is no 
outside-text {il n’y a pas de hors-texte)’’ (Derrida 1976: 
158). This proclamation does not re-instate Carte¬ 
sian doubts about the external world, but urges us 
to think of text as already infecting the reality that 
seems to stand outside it. Even at the most 
originary moment of “presence,” in speech, or 
in life, the signified no longer retains an indepen¬ 
dent existence, but has been replaced by a signifier, 
or by a series of written (since repeated, or 
substituted) traces. In concurrenee with Barthes, 
Derrida explains why one should not simply 
attempt to decipher an intentional meaning, then 
invokes the hors-texte in dismissing the idea of an 
historical referent, and finally rejects the discovery 
of psychological symptoms within the text. At this 
point, however, we ascertain that the signified is 
not simply excluded from the text, but instead finds 
itself disparately configured within various “textual 
systems” philosophy, literature, etc. Through 
Rousseau’s Confessions, which introduces a consid¬ 
eration of the supplement, which for Derrida 
describes writing, and “tells us in a text what a 
text is” (Derrida 1976: 163), the nature of the 
supplement, however, is concealed as the “blind spot” 
of the text, which a deconstructive reading must 
bring out. This is where the implicit signified 
deconstructs the surface coherence of the signifier. 
In terms of its general enterprise, (reading the 
history of writing), Of Grammatology examines the 
inherent textuality within language occluded by the 
empirical text of history, and, in particular, the 
history of narrating the origins and structure of 
language. 

Within Barthes’s and Derrida’s accounts of the 
text, reading assumes renewed importance, and 
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writing appears as a special case of the performative 
(Barthes 1977: 145 and Derrida 1988). The text 
itself transforms existing fields in unpredictable 
ways, in John Mowitt’s words constituting “an 
antidisciplinary object,” or, according to Umberto 
Eco, “a device which questions the previous 
signifying systems, often renews them, and some¬ 
times destroys them” (Eco 1986: 25). The text’s 
“productivity” (Kristeva 1980: 36), in the absence 
of an authoritative subject, engenders what Barthes 
denominates as “the pleasure of the text.” This 
“pleasure without separation” (Barthes 1977: 164) 
stems from the reader’s attempt to “play” or 
activate the text as though a musical score, 
subsuming himself to its activity, as well as trying 
to “re-produce it.” As a result, “The theory of the 
Text can coincide only with a practice of writing” 
(Barthes 1977: 164). Such a claim has actualized 
itself in many postmodern writers, and by signify¬ 
ing in the margins, or employing ingenious printing 
devices, they literally alter “writing” in the process. 

See also: closure of the book; deconstruction; 
grammatology; presence; sign/signifier/signified; 
trace 
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BERNADETTE MEYLER 

textuality 

The concepts of text and textuality have emerged 
from the epistemological shift in the ideas of 
language and of the literary work, and are direcdy 
linked to a transformation of the phenomenal 
existence of discourse that was influenced by the 
development of linguistics, anthropology, psycho¬ 
analysis, and by Marxist methods of interpretation. 
With the rise of poststructuralism in the fields 
of Hterature and cultural studies in the 1970s, the 
terms were used with greater frequency to 
designate the wider symbolic dimension of the 
literary of cultural work which constituted the new 
and special field of critical discourse where the 
meaning of the work was demonstrated. It is the 
latent presence this wider symbolic dimension into 
which each cultural or hterary work is embedded 
that first prompted the primary textile metaphor 
used by critics such as Barthes, Derrida, 
Kristeva, and Gerard Genette to describe the 
notion of textuality. In his influential essay “From 
Work to Text,” French critic Roland Barthes first 
sought to systematically define the notion of 
textuality, which he saw as a result of a shift or 
reversal of the previous categories of interpretation. 
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including authorial intention, biography, genre and 
literary^ history. Barthes defined the category by 
seven major traits which distinguish it from earlier 
critical notions that governed the work. As an 
object, the text is discursive in nature and “is only 
experienced as an actirity, or in production”; it 
cannot be classified by genre, but rather takes place 
at the limit of classification; in relation to a final 
signified, “or hidden meaning,” the text is rather 
like a language and is open to an infinitude of play, 
which Barthes defined as radically symbolic in 
nature since “everything one conceives, perceives 
and receives is a text”; consequently, the meaning 
of textuality is plural and covers the multiple 
processes and contexts in which the work is 
situated, read, transferred from one historical to 
the next, and from one community of readers to 
another. Finally since the critical process of 
textuality is identified with an “activity or textual 
production,” the very notion of reading is trans¬ 
formed from a passive synthesis of the work’s latent 
meaning to an active process and can be under¬ 
stood to correspond to the practice of writing, since 
in effect every reading produces a new text (Barthes 
1986). Thus, the notion of “textuality” can be 
associated with the active production of “the text,” 
in opposition to the limited activity associated with 
the reading or interpretation of “the work.” 
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GREGG LAMBERT 

theater arts 

Introduction 

The aesthetic strategies of postmodern theater are 
numerous, but include the use of pastiche, 
bricolage, deconstruction, appropriation, and 
technological interventions (from video to virtual 
environments). The techniques and technologies 
used by theater and performance artists attempt to 
disrupt the spatial and temporal continuity, subject- 
positions, narrativity metaphors, and performer/ 


spectator configuration of traditional theater. Post¬ 
modern theater is marked by a response to the 
phenomena of mediatized culture, primarily si¬ 
mulation, the televisual, and the hyper-commo¬ 
dification of multi-national capital, which challenge 
romantic and modern models of representation. 
Postmodern theater can be thought of as a 
tendency toward a deconstruction of the process 
of theater production and its inherent technologies 
of representation and ideologies of culture. Theater 
companies and artists such as Richard Forman’s 
Ontological Hysteric-Theater, the Wooster Group, 
Pina Bausch, and Heiner Muller have been 
developing the techniques of postmodern theater 
since the mid-1970s. Importantly, although the 
concerns of postmodernism are reflected in the 
theory and practice of theater, it is impossible to 
identify a unified school of postmodern theater. 
The tactics employed in a postmodern theater exist 
in a fluid state and particular goals are negotiable 
within local concerns. Given that caveat, one must 
look for general tendencies and differences, under¬ 
standing that the term “postmodern theater” is 
partiy critical fiction. 

Postmodern theater performs a critique of the 
projects of modernity working against, namely, the 
emancipatory paradigms of the Enlightenment, 
universalism, rationalism, essentialism, dialectics, 
truth values, and consensus. Borrowing notions 
from poststructuralism, postmodern theater 
looks upon the metanarratives of politics, religion, 
science, and aesthetics (such as Marx, Freud, 
Christ, Art) as liberation discourses. The meta¬ 
narratives are considered not only fictive, but, as 
they constitute themselves as ideologies of history 
they turn to strategies of sublimation and suppres¬ 
sion. The narrative form, representational thought, 
and mimesis of reality are functionaries of the 
metanarratives and of traditional theater and are 
thereby suspect to postmodern theater. The theory 
and practice of postmodern theater suggest that the 
value judgment of separated high and low culture 
is specious, and, working from Friedrich 
Nietzsche (1844—1900), place suspicion on hu¬ 
man consensus, liberation, and reason as the 
products of the binary compulsion for differentia¬ 
tion that creates the relative values of truth/falsity 
knowledge/ignorance, nature/culture, and mind/ 
body. What is created from these theories and 
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practices is a theater suspicious of its ontology 
(presence, liveness), its tools of representation, and 
its aura of authenticity, authority, and originality. 

The transition from modern drama to 
postmodern theater 

Scholars have conceived of the transition from 
modern drama to postmodern theater by employ¬ 
ing a variety of theories from such postmodern 
theorists as Fredric Jameson (1934-), Jean 
Baudrillard (1929—), andJean-Franfois Lyotard 
(1924-98). The trajectory is pictured as a move¬ 
ment from a textuaUy based art concerned with the 
crises of subjectivity and representation (Modern 
Drama) to a performance based art concerned 
with the random play of signifiers, the politics of 
authority, and the deconstruction of the process of 
theater production itself (Postmodern Theater). 
Jameson’s Marxist historiography oudines the 
paradigmatic shift from modernism to high 
modernism to postmodernism as a series of 
reactions to the development of capitalism. Jame¬ 
son understands modernism as a reflection of a 
market economy and concepts of individualism 
which is in turn echoed in the aesthetics of realism. 
Theater scholars recognize Flenrik Ibsen’s The Wild 
Duck and The Master Builder as exemplary texts of 
early modernism because of their realist aesthetic, 
reliance on metaphor, and subject-centered narra¬ 
tive. Fligh modernism, Jameson theorizes, is a 
response to monopoly capitalism. The aesthetics of 
high modernism perform a sohpsistic retreat while 
foregrounding the failure of representation and the 
constructed nature of the subject. Samuel Beckett’s 
Endgame evokes the model of high modernism as it 
represents the issues of subjectivity and representa¬ 
tion wrapped in the existential metaphors of a 
“fallen” humankind whose narratives and char¬ 
acters are depleted of substance and meaning. In 
the late twentieth century, Jameson’s narrative 
continues, multinational capitalism has unfolded 
postmodemity, which performs aesthetically in the 
mode of pastiche (blank parody, absent of humor, 
satire, or critique) and schizophrenia (an absence of 
memory and a forgetting of history), acting out the 
hyper-commodification and dispersed borders and 
mixed spaces of what Jameson calls the “cultural 
logic of late capitalism.” The dramaturgical and 


performance writing innovations of appropriated 
texts, bricolage, and technological interventions of 
the Wooster Group make their theater work (such 
as the trilogy of performance pieces. The Read to 
Immortality, first performed in NYC at the Perform¬ 
ing Garage during the 1970s) exemplify Jameson’s 
model of aesthetic postmodernism. 

Baudrillard argues that the postmodern can be 
imderstood as a process of simulation wherein the 
signifier is irreparably cut off from its signified. 
Simulation short-circuits the connection between 
the real and the imaginary by substituting signs of 
the real for the real itself. The phenomena of 
simulation is brought on, in some part, by the 
global incursion of the ontology of the televisual 
which continually makes available its picturing of 
the world while simultaneously shutting off any 
revealing of the world. Some postmodern theater 
artists, such as Laurie Anderson, employ media 
technologies in order to confront the issues of 
simulation and televisuality, such as the disappear¬ 
ance of the real. Video and digital technologies 
used in the theater, not unlike the cubist rethinking 
of representational space on canvas, act as agents 
of transformation, altering the manner in which 
theater artists can construct and represent narra- 
tivity and subjectivity revealed in space and time. 
The development of cyberspatial/interactive per¬ 
formance platforms (virtual environments) have 
further unraveled how we think of theater as a 
temporal and spatially specific phenomenon. 

Lyotard, working from Immanuel Kant’s 
(1724—1804) notion of the sublime in The Critique 
of Judgment, structures the difference between 
modern and postmodern aesthetics in regards to 
the “unpresentable.” The unpresentable is the 
supersensible capacity of the mind to experience 
the other of rational understanding and imagina¬ 
tion. The modernist aesthetic is one of nostalgia 
that represents the absence of the sublime and 
posits the unpresentable as the missing contents. 
The postmodern aesthetic, Lyotard suggests, is one 
that presents the unpresentable in presentation 
itself Performing the unpresentable may describe 
the process of postmodern theater that looks to the 
new metaphysics surrounding the convergence of 
the human and the technological. Performance 
artists such as Stelarc, Orlan, and Laurie Anderson 
work with advanced technologies to understand the 
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construction of subjectivity in the space of 
technology. Lyotard’s thoughts on the sublime in 
postmodernism invert the timeline of modernity 
and postmodernity by suggesting that, in fact, the 
postmodern is premodern or romantic. 

Lyotard’s proposition, in contradistinction to 
Jameson and BaudriUard, illustrates the degree to 
which postmodern aesthetics are often misunder¬ 
stood, misrepresented, and in dispute. Jameson 
argues for a depthlessness of uncritical pastiche. 
BaudriUard models an absent “real” in contem¬ 
porary mediated consciousness that voids repre¬ 
sentation. Lyotard caUs for a postmodern sublime 
that attempts a revealing of that which remains 
veiled. These competing pronouncements exem¬ 
plify the need to speak of many postmodernisms in 
the theater as opposed to one postmodern theater. 

Theater or performance 

Theoreticians and practitioners of postmodern 
theater have, in some cases, abandoned the idea 
of theater in favor of a notion of performance as 
their primary inteUectual paradigm. The field of 
performance studies often casts the theater as a 
bourgeois aesthetic limited by imitation, psychol¬ 
ogy, and narrative, while performance is under¬ 
stood as a broader term that encompasses the 
performative nature of cultural constructions at 
every level of human behavior. Performance in the 
discourse of art in the twentieth century has had a 
profound influence. The history of the Euro- 
American avant-garde carries with it a series of 
performative experiments; symbolist and expres¬ 
sionist theater, the futurist serate and dadaist soiree, 
surrealist drama, happenings, and performance 
art. Critics such as Henry Sayre and Nick Kaye 
regard performance as the ideal form to disrupt the 
modernist notions (suggested by the art theory of 
Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried) of the 
autonomous art object removed from the phenom¬ 
ena of theatricality and the materiality of the body 
in time and space. Performance phenomena 
extend far beyond the theater and gaUeries to 
include the total flow of the televisual, indigenous 
performance, the intertextuahty of the postmodern 
cityscape within which we perform daily the 
postorganic domain of virtual environments, and 
eyberspace. The importance of performance, as 


both practice and theory, is widely accepted in the 
aesthetics of postmodernism as it offers the 
disruptive force of interdisciplinarianism, time- 
dependence, and the body. 

However, according to theater theoretician 
Herbert Blau, it is the theater that always works 
within performance, not the other way around. 
Representation is inevitable. The “authenticity” of 
performance, its immediacy and presence, may 
prove to be yet another illusion of the theater’s 
technologies of representation. 

Praxis of postmodern theater: bricolage and the 
politics of authority 

Bricolage, a metonymic rather than metaphorical 
ordering device, has become the term of favor for 
describing postmodern theater as it denotes a 
heterological concern. The competing elements in 
a bricolage structured performance are not posi¬ 
tioned so as to create a unified vision or consensus 
as we might assume is the homogeneous notion 
behind the modernist strategy of the collage. 
Bricolage, as first used by Claude Levi-Strauss 
(1908-) in The Savage Mind, speaks to the eternal 
recurrence of the same thing (Nietzsche), a 
“continual reconstruction from the same materials, 
it is always earlier ends which are called upon to 
play the part of means: the signified changes into 
the signifying and vice versa” (quoted in Newman 
1989: 132). The continual reconstruction from the 
same materials is evident in the dramaturgical 
techniques of the postmodern theater of the 
Wooster Group and Heiner Muller, as each of 
their performances have used a collision of various 
texts. The Wooster Group, under the direction of 
Elizabeth LeCompte, has created a radical form of 
performance-writing that includes a collision of 
appropriated texts from such diverse categories as 
traditional modern drama {Our Town, The Crucible), 
popular culture (cable television, Japanese science 
fiction films), personal narratives (family suicide), 
and the taboo texts of pornography and blackface 
caricature. Muller in Hamletmachine works ideas 
suggested by the Shakespearean text against images 
of the Manson family. East European history, and 
his own biography. The fragmented texts are cut 
up, reworked, and edited into a larger mediatized 
performance work that consistendy imdoes its own 
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authority. Borrowing from Roland Barthes’s 
(1915-80) distinction of “readerly” versus “wri- 
terly” texts, the performances of the Wooster 
Group and Muller neeessitate an active participa¬ 
tion by the reader/spectator who shares in the 
process (performance) of theater. 

A readerly approach to theater interrogates the 
frame that one uses to focus, separate, and 
differentiate (that is, genre, history, style, ideology). 
A rupturing of the frame of differentiation allows 
for the removal of the arbitrary distinctions 
between “high” and “low” art or between “right” 
and “wrong” pohtics. The open frame (of differance) 
allows for a dismissal of differentiation, value 
production, and morality measurement, which in 
turn acknowledges the ambiguity of postmodern 
consciousness. This ambiguity distributes its con¬ 
fusion among the authoritarian ideologies of the 
theater disempowering them as they are individu¬ 
ally eross-examined, inviting the passive spectator 
to engage as an active reader working through the 
performance. 

The bricolage form of Muller, Bausch, Foreman, 
and the Wooster Group often contains a wrapping 
of postmodernist techniques “around” the tradi¬ 
tional practices of the theater. Therefore, accepted 
dramaturgical devices, such as the rhythm of a 
performance supplying a unifying function, final 
images acting as resolutions or modulations of 
previous material, termination or closure of actions 
or ideas, or identification of performer to drama 
personae, are ruptured from within the tradition 
and are not necessarily eliminated. When ap¬ 
proaching the issue of the appropriation of 
elements of modern drama into postmodern 
theater, it is important to remember that if a 
postmodernist performance commandeers a mod¬ 
ernist aesthetic strategy or ideological paradigm, 
this performance will necessarily void the moder¬ 
nist “thought” associated with the block of 
material. For example, imagine that a theater 
company borrows a segment of Pirandello’s Sei 
personaggi in cerca d’autore to be included in a larger 
bricolage of performance actions. The philosophi¬ 
cal conceits of this Pirandello text, when read 
“historically,” can suggest modernist interpreta¬ 
tions as to the constructed nature of subjectivity 
and the illusion of the “real.” The issues of 
representation and the fabrication of the real are 


concerns of both modern drama and postmodern 
theater. However, what is left behind in the 
postmodernist work are the modernist readings 
that, in the case of Pirandello, would interpret the 
work as a tragi-comic dilemma of existential angst, 
the subject centered perspective of the falling 
human in a hostile void. The postmodernist work 
offers instead the same impossibility of separating 
the real and illusion but from a perspective of de- 
centered subjectivity wherein differentiation is 
hallucination and “depth of meaning” is aban¬ 
doned in a liquidation of referentials (see Bau- 
drillard). 

Philip Auslander and David Savran have written 
extensively about the politics of authority in 
postmodern theater and performance. The ques¬ 
tion they pose is if a truly transgressive form of art 
is stiU possible, trapped as we are in the cultural 
logic of late capitalism that has posited an 
extension of the economic into all societal spheres. 
In short, is a resistant form of performance 
possible? These writers have suggested that a 
resistant performance is possible through a sub¬ 
version of performance as the “charismatic other.” 
The postmodern theater attempts to configure 
itself beyond the model of didactical education, 
beyond the traditional performance structure of 
performing subject against spectating subject, 
knowing projection against decoding reception, 
charismatic other against indoctrinated learner. 
Performance artists such as Vito Acconci in 
Following Piece (1969), in which he would follow 
people around without notice to the individual or 
an audience, have attempted to break with the 
system of performance that positions spectator and 
performance in opposition. The question is if 
within a performance work that sustains the 
spectator/performance model, by what means 
and for how long can an ideologically based 
charismatic other be deferred from taking hold of 
the images/signs presented? The postmodern 
theater is a theater in conflict with its own 
technologies of representation, attempting to un¬ 
cover its own ideologies of culture and politics of 
authority. 
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MATTHEW CAUSEY 

theology 

Theology, as a disciplinary consciousness, some¬ 
times has had to think under conditions not of its 
own choosing. In its western cultural expression 
and in its close alhance, since Aristode, with first 
philosophy or wisdom it has generally followed a 
trajectory of epochal transformations from philo¬ 
sophies of Being to philosophies of consciousness to 
philosophies of language. The notion of postmo¬ 
dern theology does not entail a specific agenda but 
is more importantly a thinking theologically that 
accounts for the conditions under -wLich we think 
that are themselves indexical marks of the 
postmodern condition. Postmodernity cannot be 
simply dated and the postmodern is not synon- 
}Tnous with the contemporary. There are instead 
distinctive traits of a postmodern sensibihty that 


call for theological understanding and thereby 
characterize the meaning and possibilities for 
postmodern theological thinking. 

The publication of Raschke’s The Alchemy of the 
Word (1979), Altizer etalh Deconstruction and Theology 
(1982) and especially Taylor’s Erring: A Postmodern 
A/theology (1984) brought the deconstructive philo¬ 
sophy of Jacques Derrida into the arena of 
theological discourse. The shaping influence of 
Derrida was soon augmented by attention to other, 
mosdy French, theoreticians such as Jacques 
Lacan, Jean-Frangois Lyotard, Julia Kristeva and 
Michel Foucault. Theology also had to rethink its 
achievements in relationship to their precursor 
figures Nietzsche, Marx, and Freud to better 
understand the meaning of the postmodern condi¬ 
tion. Together, these precursor figures loosely 
constituted a movement that Paul Ricceur labeled 
the hermeneutics of suspicion. They plumbed 
hidden forces that have disrupted an easy alliance 
with Enlightenment consciousness which was 
marked by clear and distinct ideas authenticated 
by expressions of force and vivacity. The ideality of 
consciousness was subverted or at least displaced 
by the materiality of history (Marx), the materiality 
of the body (Freud), and the materiality of language 
(Nietzsche). The nineteenth century extended the 
Kantian problematic separating the phenomenality 
of experience from the noumenality of reality by 
focussing on quasi-transcendental structures as 
conditions for thinking that complemented Kant’s 
more limited transcendental interrogation of the 
conditions that make possible objective knowledge. 
The ideological structures of class consciousness, 
the psychoanalytic formulation of the unconscious, 
and the general metaphoricity of all language usage 
as substitutive structures make self-consciousness 
problematic in a way that is implicated in a new 
and radical thinking. 

Theology itself took a radical turn in the 1960s 
that in some ways was a catching-up with the 
hermeneutics of suspicion but was not yet what can 
be called postmodern theology. This radical 
theology was almost synonymous with the “death 
of God” theologies of Thomas J.J. Altizer, Wilham 
Hamilton, Gabriel Vahanian, Paul Van Buren, and 
Richard Rubenstein. There was a linguistic turn in 
theological thinking and the radical question was 
whether theology was possible as a mode of 
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meaningful discourse. The declaration of the death 
of God had different meanings among these radical 
theologians but there were common implications of 
their diverse discourses. A challenge to the 
hegemony of neo-orthodoxy was clearly an¬ 
nounced. History and society were understood as 
thoroughly secular. The human subject was 
privileged as the agent within theological discourse. 
Theology was a textual reality. And, most im- 
portandy, God is dead. 

It was not long before it was recognized that 
there were important resonances between this 
radical theology and the appearance on the North 
American scene of Derrida's deconstructive post¬ 
modernism. Taylor’s publication of Erring was a 
manifesto for a deconstructionist postmodern 
aVtheology' deeply influenced by radical theology 
and Derrida. He claims early in his argument that 
“deconstruction is the ‘hermeneutic’ of the death 
of God.” This parallels Raschke’s claim that 
“deconstruction... is in the final analysis the death 
of God put into writing” (Altizer et al. 1982: 3). In 
what appears to be an oxymoronic formulation, 
the death of God is celebrated as a possibility for a 
new theological thinking. “Theology is now the 
science of nonexisting entities, the manner in which 
these entities... animate language and make for it 
this glorious body which is divided into disjunc¬ 
tions” (Deleuze 1990: 281). The deconstructionist 
critique of the ontotheological notion of presence 
allows theology to think itself otherwise. 

This “otherwise” is a valuation of “otherness”or 
the “other” that implicates the proclamation of the 
death of God in other senses of irrevocable loss and 
incurable fault as outlined by Taylor. Implicated in 
the loss of supreme authorship and total presence 
are the displacement of the self, the end of history 
as a paradigm of explanation, and the closure of 
the book of encyclopedic proportions. 

The God who died is the God of classical 
theism: a primal origin, an ultimate end, transcen¬ 
dent and eternal. This God is thoroughly impli¬ 
cated in an ontotheological understanding of total 
presence. The humanistic atheism of radical 
theology was a writing large of the privileging of 
the conscious subject over the supreme authorship 
of God that began -with the turn from philosophies 
of Being to the philosophies of consciousness 
emblematically associated with Descartes and the 


beginnings of the Enlightenment. As the Enlight¬ 
enment matured it soon became clear that, with 
the loss of total presence of a supreme authorship, 
the self experienced its own profound displaeement 
first with the Kantian fissure of the phenomenality 
of experience from the noumenality of things-in- 
themselves and secondly with the articulation of 
hidden material forces through the hermeneutics of 
suspicion further distorting representations of the 
phenomenal world. Absolute self-identity and self¬ 
sameness expressed in “I am that I am” gave way 
to identity in difference marked by otherness. 
Without a supreme Logos present to consciousness 
the tebs of history and the authoritative complete¬ 
ness the book were subverted. 

A postmodern theology has had to rethink its 
warrant without authority from outside its own 
productive formulations. That is, theology is a 
textual production that is always in the middle of 
existing discourses and there is always an outside of 
its achievements but postmodern antifoundation- 
alism leaves it without special privilege. It makes a 
place of its own through strategies and tactics 
within a cacophony of diverse textual voices. 

There are secular and what has recentiy been 
identified as postsecular postmodern theologies. In 
each case there are diverse strategies and tactics. 
There are more differences than similarities among 
neo-evangelical postmodern theologies, radical 
orthodoxy, and secular deconstructive theologies. 
What is similar is the acknowledgment or recogni¬ 
tion of an epistemological problematic that is not 
resolvable by using straightforward Enlightenment 
categories. Reason is challenged. In neo-evangeli- 
cal theologies revelation and scripture is privileged, 
which is in contrast to radical orthodoxy that 
rejects a reason—revelation duality. Radical ortho¬ 
doxy appears more Catholic than Protestant as it 
seeks to recover and deepen the epistemic frame¬ 
work of the analogy of being with a knowing 
participation in reality. Neo-evangelical theologies 
and radical orthodoxy understand secular decon¬ 
structive theologies as nihilistic. 

This accusation of nihilism coincides or con¬ 
flates -with the apprehension of epistemological 
imdecidability that is characteristic of a postmo¬ 
dern sensibility. The postmodern denial of a master 
narrative refuses the priviliging of any particular 
revelations or metaphysical formulations that re- 



400 theology 


side outside of the textuality of experience. A 
secular theology begins with an assertion that there 
is no special exemption from the conditions that 
make possible any discursive practices. 

The traits of a postmodern theories of discourse 
are preliminary markers for defining a postmodern 
theological agenda. Aside from the proclamation 
the “God is dead,” traditional theology has been 
undermined by the dismantiing of the centered and 
unified subject. Theological subjectivity is consti¬ 
tuted as it is written and dispersed throughout the 
theological text. Theology is text production and 
the deconstruction of constituted subjectivities 
denaturalizes the ontotheological frame of theolo¬ 
gical discourse. The frame is instead a materialistic 
fold in a specific nexus of forces relative to its social 
and intellectual location. Because of this folding the 
inside is implicated in an outside so that the 
achievement of thinking is nonidentical with itself. 
There is an undecidable excess in theological 
thinking. Theology thinks not the “other” but 
traces of the “other.” 

These traces manifest themselves in fissures, 
gaps, paradoxes, and incongruities on the surfaces 
of theological expressions. They transgress or 
\dolate any law of closure within a symbolic order. 
Postmodern theologies work against the totaliza¬ 
tion of thinking also by attending to extreme 
formulations, even in traditional theologies, that 
convolute the discourse of any symbolic order 
instantiating a radical negativity that marks an 
“other” within and of language. That is, post¬ 
modern theological analyses seek incommensur¬ 
abilities within discursive practices that are internal 
traces of the “other” in the subjective fold of 
discourse. The “other” includes those forces that 
are not included in the expressivity of representa¬ 
tional economies of ordinary discourses. In this 
sense, postmodern theology is a commitment to an 
extraordinary discourse. 

There is sometimes a longing for primordial 
realities or primary processes that can only be 
marked on textual surfaces by aporetic formula¬ 
tions that refuse assimilation within a continuum of 
existing discursive practices. What is important is 
what the discourse is not. These aporetic formula¬ 
tions facilitate a negative theology that could 
possibly be a clearing for apophatic disclosure or 
could simply be a negation of meaning within a 


discursive practice. It is not always clear what is 
valued by deconstractive theologies about an aporia, 
an impassable passage. Is it that it is a passage, or 
that it is impassable? Negative theologies empha¬ 
size impassabUity but there are other strategies that 
emphasize passage even when they articulate 
themselves in figurations of rupture, fissure or gap. 

Deconstructive postmodernism is parasitic in 
that it works with already existing texts. It can 
chose to work within the textuality of traditional 
theology. It is a common strategy in postmodern 
thinking to critically intervene in already existing 
textual practices. There is the awareness that the 
text could always have been otherwise. This thread 
of criticism is particularly evident in feminist 
readings of patriarchal texts and in Marxist 
ideological critiques. The text is read to be 
problematized, fissured, and opened to the ex¬ 
cluded other. Derrida in his readings of the western 
philosophical tradition is a clear and even para¬ 
digmatic rvimess to this strategy. Derrida taught 
how to read in extremis, to read against the grain of a 
text locating lines of fissure, undecidables of 
meaning and forces of disruption. Deconstructive 
critique is a reading technology that imphcates its 
own thinking in the “other” of language. This first 
strategy makes existing texts unsafe. 

There are also writing technologies that gen¬ 
erate texts that highhght their fissured surfaces, 
disfigured language, disorder, and incompleteness. 
For example, Derrida in his experimental and 
playful texts generated a loose weave through 
graphic displacements, mixed genres, and complex 
intertextual referencing. This second strategy is the 
work of the bricoleur. It is a work of assemblage 
amenable to an erring consciousness. The domi¬ 
nant trope is metonymy rather than metaphor. 
Ideas, images, words and phrases are ungrounded 
so that their placement is fuUy contingent. There 
are no established meanings because new conti¬ 
guities or metonymical displacements contest fixed 
meanings and defer closure of any text. Experi¬ 
mental assemblage can be the dispersal, dissemina¬ 
tion, and dissimulation of what might have been 
settled meanings. Avariation of this second strategy 
is less playful but is the engagement in the creation 
of new concepts that resist textual closure. These 
second strategies generate texts that are unsafe. 

A third strategy is recognition of what is already 
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paradoxical or parabolic in existing theological or 
religious texts and practices. The theologian 
attends to points of reversal in narratives, notes 
aporetic formulations of extremity in traditional 
theologies or sacred texts and attends to discre¬ 
pancies or incongruities between ritual practices 
and the lives of their practitioners. Recognition is 
not intervention or creation but it is a tool of 
scholarship that helps postmodern theology under¬ 
stand a continuity between its own agenda and the 
historical traditions from which it draws textual 
materials to be rethought. 

A recent theme in postmodern philosophical 
and theological thinking has been the return of 
religion without religion. This is not so much a 
strategy as a sophisticated recognition of decon- 
structive traits as well as incorrigibilities in fin de 
siede cultural and political experience. In Derrida’s 
development we see a series of metonymical 
displacements of aporetic tropes from dififirance to 
Mora. John Gaputo reads this situation as a passion 
for God, saving the name of God, a capacity to 
think religion without a forgetfulness of the 
conditions of a postmodern sensibility. With 
Derrida, deconstruction carries negative theology, 
even atheism, into the fold of faith. In its latest turn 
postmodern theology implicates itself in a logic of 
the impossible. Beyond aU philosophemes the khora 
has left its trace in language. A passion is 
articulated to save the name or names of the 
wholly other even if this is a theology of God who is 
not being God. 
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CHARLES E. WINQUIST 

Todorov, Tzvetan 

b. 1939, Bulgaria 

Narratologist and formalist critic 

Tzvetan Todorov is particularly interested in 
discourse theory as it applies to poetic language. 
He is well schooled not only in the Formalist 
tradition for which he is best known, but also the 
Slavic tradition, German Romanticism, and the 
Anglo-American New Criticism. Todorov’s focus 
upon poetics is one that aims to delineate a sort of 
grammar of literature. 

In his book Poetics of Prose [Poetiqm de la prose, 
1978), Todorov looks at structuralists Vladimir 
Propp (who studied the syntax of Russian fairy 
tales) and A.J. Greimas (who looked at not only one 
gender but at the “grammar” of narrative as a 
whole). He establishes that the minimal unit 
consists of a proposition, which can consist of an 
agent (person) or a predicate (action). Two higher 
levels of organization are the sequence and the 
text. A group of propositions form a sequence, and 
a group of sequences comprise the text. Such a 
construct was seen by those who would become the 
poststructuralists as being far too scientific for the 
study of a subjective topic such as literature. 

In his book Introduction to Poetics (1981), Todorov 
responds to the poststructuralists as he explains 
what he means by poetics; it “breaks down the 
symmetry established between interpretation and 
science in the field of literary studies. It does not 
seek to name meaning, but aims at a knowledge of 
the general laws that preside over the birth of each 
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work” (1981: 6). Todorov goes on to say that 
literature differs from the sciences in that these laws 
reside within hterature itself. In other words, 
besides the eonventions of a given language such 
as grammar and syntax, everything else is com¬ 
pletely abstract and interpretable. 

At the time the book was published, literary 
theorists were moving toward semiotics and its 
emphasis on signs and the production of meaning. 
While it might have seemed for a time that 
semiotics would replace poetics in the study of 
literature, they have actually co-existed. One 
cannot take precedence over the other; likewise, 
neither is autonomous. 

Interestingly enough, a few years earlier, To¬ 
dorov had investigated signs and symbols in his 
book Theories of the Symbol (1982), in which he 
discusses the “Romantic crisis” in which the 
symbol arrived at simultaneous self-knowledge 
and acknowledgement of its mysteries. He com¬ 
ments that the symbol “achieves the fusion of 
contraries; it is and it signifies at the same time... it 
expresses the inexpressible” (1982: 206). Todorov 
observes, too, that within the symbol, the sign 
becomes a signifier and the two faces merge. 

In recent years, Todorov has written on philoso¬ 
phical topics. In his essay “Living Alone Together” 
(1996), he explores the fact that philosophers since 
the time of the ancient Greeks have looked upon 
humans as social creatures. He cites Aristotle, who 
decreed that those men who were not able to 
function as members of a society, or who did not 
need to do so, were either animals or gods. Todorov 
adds that such beings are self-sufficient, and so it is 
easy for us to imagine them alone. Todorov then 
cites Jean Jacques Rousseau, who formulated the 
idea that man needs others; despite being so 
sensitive that he preferred solitude. In the remainder 
of the article, Todorov balances other philosophers’ 
ideas with his own, as he demonstrates that while we 
are individuals it is necessary that we have others 
around us in order to achieve such individuality. The 
existence of both camaraderie and rivalry between 
ourselves and others is essential, Todorov maintains. 
In rebuttal to his critics’ responses, Todorov wrote 
“The Gaze and the Fray” (1996), in which he 
addresses the one critic who looked at the article 
from the viewpoint of conflict. 

While we can trace Todorov’s contribution to 


postmodern thought through consultation of the 
above-mentioned works, it is through his book The 
Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre 
{Introduction a la litterature fantastique, 1970) that he 
makes his primary contribution toward postmod¬ 
ernism itself. The Fantastic is concerned with the 
relationship between the imagined and reality. But 
Todorov is meticulously careful in distinguishing 
between what he sees as “fantastic” and what is 
commonly represented as “supernatural”; the 
fantastic is not supernatural but rather it is that 
hesitant in-between state in which both characters 
and readers determine whether or not an experi¬ 
ence is real (1970: 41). In essence, the genre that 
Todorov oudines here is more of an anti-genre in 
that the nature of the genre is classification: which, 
by nature, is swift and deliberate. There is no in- 
between state in traditional genres. 
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TRACY CLARK 

totalization 

Totalization is the historical progression towards 
the reconcihation or resolution of aU opposition, 
strife, or discord by inclusion in an all-inclusive 
whole. The notion of totalization entered post¬ 
modernism through the thought of G.W.F. Hegel 
and Karl Marx. Whereas premodern and early 
modern conceptual systems understood totality as 
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a static whole, for Hegel and Marx, the totality is 
constituted in and through the historical process. 
This process (totalization) presupposes that history 
has (1) a telos which guarantees that beginning 
middle and end be wrapped up in an inclusive 
totality, (2) a reason or logic which underlies and 
guarantees the meaning of each event along the 
way, and (3) a single subject, Hegel’s spirit or 
Marx’s proletariat, whose story is being told. On 
this reading, history is the path whereby the single 
historical subject comes finally to be itself from out 
of the fragmentation into which it had fallen. The 
notion of totalization thus imphes an optimism and 
confidence that the historical process is one of 
progress, not decline. 

Though originally undertaken with emancipa¬ 
tory intentions, a sinister side of totalization was 
detected by Nietzsche, who saw in it the advent of 
a nihihsm which threatened to overwhelm the West 
with indifference and valuelessness. Similarly Max 
Weber expressed a growing pessimism with the 
idea of totalization when he described the 
rationalized and disenchanted modern society in 
which history had culminated as an “iron cage.” 
Further cause for such disillusionment was found in 
the catastrophic events of the early twentieth 
century. The failure of revolutionary politics and 
the emergence of totalitarian states in Russia, 
Germany, and Italy stripped any emancipatory 
potential from the idea of totalization. 

Within postmodernism, therefore, the term 
“totalization” has primarily negative connotations. 
In the work of Michel Foucault, for instance, the 
tremendous human costs of the aspiration to 
totality are described. Totalization describes not 
the reconciliation of strife, but the systematic 
exclusion or control of those others (madmen, 
criminals, and so on) who refuse to be reconciled to 
the whole. In a similar vein, Emmanuel Levinas 
offers an ethical critique of totahzation. According 
to Levinas, by claiming to include all otherness 
within the whole, totalization is guilty of violence 
against the alterity of the other. To such critiques of 
totalization, one can add the existentiahst objection 
on the basis of its excluding the fear and trembling 
with which the sohtary man stands before God or 
its failing to address his anxiety in the face of death. 

In certain currents of postmodernism, however, 
the notion of totahzation is rehabilitated. Thinkers 


such as Jurgen Habermas, for instance, recover a 
meaning of totalization that does not entail the 
totalitarian or repressive consequences that post¬ 
modernism fears in it. Such thinkers retain a 
progressivist notion of history and rationalization 
while rejecting the notion of an end or final 
resolution which was accompanied by such dis- 
asterous consequences. Similarly they salvage the 
notion of a historical subject but see it as 
intersubjective or collective rather than as a unified 
class or spirit 
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JEFFREY KOSKY 

trace 

Trace is one of the key-concepts of Jacques 
Derrida’s philosophical works and of the metho¬ 
dology that deconstruction has become in North 
America, stemming from a criticism of the theory 
of the sign in Saussure and sustained by the 
archeological analogy present in both Freud and 
in Foucault. 

Origin 

The concept of trace, and in a lesser degree that of 
“inscription,” is not entirely new in the history of 
philosophy. The shadows on Plato’s cave, the 
inscriptions on Descartes’s natural wax or Freud’s 
Wunderblock are its ancestors. However the concept 
“trace” acquires its autonomy from within the 
context of structuralism and Derrida’s rereading 
of Heidegger, and to counteract the hegemony of 
the Saussurian sign by demonstrating the hmita- 



404 trace 


tions of the latter and the presuppositions of the 
theory of representation entailed by it. The 
concept is meant to play the part of an agent 
provocateur to bring about a crisis in the logics of 
presence which prevails in logocentrism. The 
notions of footprint, mark, and archive (in its 
radical sense) are also associated to it. 

Inspired by Freud’s parable of the “writing 
pad,” the trace and its correlated concept of Scriture 
(writing/written) cannot however be amalgamated 
to the workings of the Freudian unconscious and its 
“mnesic traces.” But similarly to Freud’s theory of 
perception, the system activated by the apprehen¬ 
sion of the trace controverts the idea of an almighty 
Transcendence presiding over the construction of 
signification. Derrida’s fascination for Freud’s work 
leads him to apprehend the unconscious within a 
logic of the trace or the vestige {Spur), that is, of a 
print whose alphabet is not isomorphous to the 
phonocentric alphabet. Later than Writing and 
Difference (1978) and Of Grammatology, his most 
influential works; Archive Fever (1995) again calls 
upon Freud to consider the notion of “archive” 
which leads etymologically to arcke and the term 
archi-ecriture (arche-writing), synonymous in its 
conceptualization to that of trace. 

The trace allows Derrida to think through three 
issues which, according to him, have persisted 
throughout the history of philosophy and its 
conceptualization of language. The first is that of 
a criticism of the linguistic sign which, when 
founded on orality; as in Saussure’ s work, cannot 
account for the nature of writing and the 
functioning of what is called “the logics of 
inscription.” Secondly, the trace and its modus 
operandi challenge a phenomenology of existence 
anchored in a metaphysics of presence and, 
consequently, a definition of the “sign” as a mark of 
pure presence founded on an ontological and 
eucharistical (trans-substantiative) conception of 
representation. Thirdly, the concept of trace 
accounts for the temporal complexity that subsists 
in every inscription. 

Signification, says Derrida, is constituted by 
means of a difference which is a deferral, a 
manifestation of a temporal gap, situated at the 
tension point between presence and absence; 
the trace does not however result from an 
ontological transparency which would entail a 


coincidence between enunciation, parole (speech) 
and presence. Although Derrida states that the 
trace does not exist (in the Heideggerian sense), it 
cannot but reveal itself with each manifestation of a 
sign. This is the reason why, according to him, 
writing precedes each utterance. The Saussurian 
sign, taken as a signifying materiality, is here 
confronted with its onto-theological origin. 

Trace and postmodernism 

Postmodernism questions metanarratives by using 
the notions of arcke and “archive” to examine the 
narrative modes at the basis of the institutionaliza¬ 
tion of discourse. The plurality of contexts 
related to the emergence of the notion of trace 
has lead to a true unlocking of ways of thinking 
outside metanarratives. These practices and meth¬ 
ods are at the origin of a new paradigm that signals 
a crisis in the ontology of presence. 

Derrida’s work is incidental to postmodernism 
but the large diffusion of the latter is mainly due to 
the gains of poststructuralism. Indeed, in its 
philosophical version, as Lyotard states in The 
Postmodern Condition (1984), postmodernism is 
founded on a comprehension of the text and of 
writing. By returning to an ‘euphoria’ of content 
over the pure formalization of forms, postmodern 
aesthetics is based on the play of collage, 
interlockings which make the subject a more 
complex concept. The notion of affect at the 
foundation of this “new” subject is also funda¬ 
mental to the issue of trace but also to that of 
individual and cultural memory which has become 
the object of a number of new disciplines (see 
cultural studies; genealogy). 

The trace is the reverse of Lyotard’s notions of 
the “Immemorial” and The Inhuman (1991), as 
related to Shoah, Stalinian and Nazi totahtarian- 
isms. Trace is conceived of as a radicalized sign: the 
mark of an event and of a memory that transfigures 
this event into an “archive,” that is, the border of 
representation itself, its fluid limit. The trace shows 
the work of time by providing a locus which 
redefines the “who” and “what” questions into a 
“where.” Late 1990s questionings on the notion of 
“birth” and on the “genealogy of the Museum” 
have evolved from this facet of the trace. 

A second type of issue touched by “trace” 
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proceeds from the logics of inscription. In its 
process of dematerialization of “cold hard cash,’ 
the world of “late capitalism” has multiplied what 
Deleuze and Guattari, in their 1972 Anti-Oedipus, 
have named “recording surfaces.” The functioning 
of phenomena like “virtual worlds,” “voodoo 
economics,” “cyberspace” is based on that of the 
trace. The operations necessary as implementa¬ 
tions of those universes (reduplication, quotation- 
aUty, non-hierarchic structures which are neither 
real, nor fictional), proceed from an emptying of 
the totalized subject of modernity whose illusory 
construction was founded on the existence of 
Being. The logics of inscription of the trace veil 
the aesthetics of consumerism and the speed that 
accompanies it, erasing any located origins. 

A third field of inquiry, pertaining to the 
postcolonial, may find interest in the correlated 
notion of the “footprint,” of which Friday’s on 
Robinson Crusoe’s island is a perfect emblem. The 
native’s trace on the friable surface sets up a 
duplicitous scene of interpretation. No longer a 
sign strictly speaking, the footprint becomes a mark 
open to paranoid interpretation: is it an event, a 
limit, or the liminality of a subject which has been 
broached by otherness? It is the trace of a complex 
alterity, simultaneously absent and present, in¬ 
scribed and in the process of inscription. The sign 
of Friday’s presence will be decoded only from 
within what had been an efficient non-presence. 
The conceptions of ecriture and the logics of trace 
developed by Jacques Derrida have shown their 
potentiality for post-colonialism in Bhabha’s model 
(1994) founded on temporality and locality. Bhabha 
provides a way out of the tense relationships that 
have existed between post-colonialism and post¬ 
modernism in the form of a solution to the double 
critique - that of the place of subjects and the 
historicity of the event - that each one has tended 
to make of the other. 
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Tracy, David 

b. 6 January 1939, Yonkers, New York 

Roman Catholic theologian 

David Tracy’s work has primarily been engaged 
with the methodological challenges of doing 
Christian theology in a postmodern world, in light 
of the plurality of traditions and ambiguities that 
devolve from their interpretation. He was ordained 
a priest before pursuing doctoral studies at the 
Gregorian University, in Rome. He taught theology 
at the Catholic University of America in Washing¬ 
ton, DC, before joining the faculty at the Divinity 
School of the University of Chicago in 1969. 

Tracy’s first book, an exposition of the theolo¬ 
gical method of Bernard Lonergan, already 
displayed two hallmark tendencies of his later 
thought: an interest in the full range of effective 
methodological strategies rather than in particular 
conceptual tasks, and a conviction that theology 
has an inherendy public as opposed to a sectarian 
or private relevanee, since its claims imply a 
universal horizon and are directed toward a 
common good. His subsequent work, which reflects 
an admirable erudition transcending disciplinary 
boundaries, explores the potentialities of widely 
diverse and often incompatible theological models 
and methods. 

The core element of his theology, a hermeneu¬ 
tical strategy inspired by the interpretation theories 
of Hans-Georg Gadaxner and Paul Ricoeur, is 
first set forth in Blessed Rage for Order (1975) and is 
developed in deepening complexity in his later 
work. This strategy, which he terms a “revised 
correlational method,” because it introduces a 
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critical hermeneutical circle into the comparatively 
static correlational method of Paul Tillich, pro¬ 
poses that the task of any theology is to correlate 
the interpretation of a religious tradition with 
interpretation of the contemporary situation in a 
manner that is mutually and reflexively critical. In 
The Ambled Imagination (1981), he elaborates his 
case for the intrinsically public nature of theology, 
and for his revised correlational method using the 
concept of the religious “classic”: the contribution 
for which he is perhaps best known. The book’s 
final section certainly merits further development. 
It seeks to outline an analogical theology with a 
“sense for the negative”; that is, one cognizant of 
the “dialectical sense within analogy itself” (Tracy 
1981: 413). 

Tracy’s more recent work, including Plurality and 
Ambiguity (1987), has accented the plurality and 
ambiguity of religious and cultural traditions with 
the intention of deconstructing any tendency to 
interpretive hegemony or univocity; although one 
consequence of this openness for Tracy’s theology 
has been a lack of decisive structure and focus. The 
themes of relationality, participation, and hearing 
and learning from the Other through dialogical 
encounter come to the fore, as in Dialogue with the 
Other (1990). Tracy’s methodological work ex¬ 
presses his quest for a new hermeneutical religious 
practice; and more particularly for an ecumenical, 
self-critical, dialogical way of being Christian. This 
necessity becomes self-evident in a post-Vatican II 
world - a world of radically new horizons 
demanding continual mediation through interpre¬ 
tation - if any sort of “truth,” in the form of insight 
or right action, is to be attained. 
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transversal negativity 

When asking the question “how is representation 
possible” from a psycho-social-biological environ¬ 
ment, one asks also ‘ ‘what is the relationship of a pre¬ 
verbal context to the symbolic realm?” Traditionally, 
one views this passage as leaving a necessary 
remainder, some repressed unconscious content. 
As the drives of the semiotic chora are sublimated, 
what is left behind is the motility and the materiality 
at the inception of thought. When this diverse 
motility is negated from the thetic, this can yield 
neurotic symptoms and hyper-abstractive lan¬ 
guage. When the motility of the drives outrageously 
permeate language there ensues a loss of syntactic 
sensicalness. When trying to speak the ineffable 
vertical space of the material drives’ social interac¬ 
tion through the effable horizontal social plane of 
syntax the question becomes: how is it possible to 
satisfy drives in language? 

Transversal negativity is a movement of scission 
that rejects a symbolic and neurotic negation of the 
unconscious by expending and implementing it. 
Poetic language is a result of this expenditure and 
implementation. It modifies both linguistic logic 
and ideality by re-positing, and also redistributing 
the relationship between the signifier and the 
signified. The text becomes a place that witnesses 
the movement of rejection necessary to its coming 
to representation, and as a witness, the text opens 
itself to the revolutionary movement of transversal 
negativity embodying the thetic with the social 
materiality of the pre-verbal, pre-subject dimension 
of the human. 

See also: Kristeva, Julia 

NOELLE VAHANIAN 


trope 

A trope is a figure of speech that denotes or 
connotes meaning through a chain of associations. 
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It employs a word or phrase out of its ordinary 
usage in order to further demonstrate or illustrate a 
particular idea. The four fundamental or classical 
tropes include metaphor (the comparison of two 
things or concepts), metonymy (the substitution of 
one name for another), synecdoche (when a part 
stands in or is substituted for the whole), and irony 
(when a speaker or text implies the opposite of 
what is stated or intended). The trope has long 
been considered a rhetorical and/or literary 
device, but the advent of Ferdinand de Saussure’s 
theory of the sign and signifying practices as well as 
Sigmund Freud’s “discovery” of the unconscious 
and his mapping of the interactive processes of the 
preconscious, conscious, and unconscious, the 
trope has been reconsidered as more than merely 
a rhetorical device. In essence, postmodern dis¬ 
course regards aU levels of language, referentiality, 
and meaning as tropic. 

Saussure’s theory of signification argues that 
meaning is conveyed through a chain of signifiers, 
which suggests that language - at both the 
denotative and connotative levels - is tropic. That 
is, if semantic meaning is contingent upon a chain 
of signifiers that relay meaning and value through 
a system of differences, then each signifier func¬ 
tions either in a metaphoric (the sign is associa- 
tional and shares something with another sign) or 
metonymic (the sign partially suggests another 
sign) capacity. As the “trace” of meaning, each sign 
proposes or suggests meaning but does not wholly 
fulfill, dehver, or embody meaning, but rather an 
idea is conveyed through a network of similarities 
and differences. As such each signifier signifies 
another signifier {ad infinitum) in the same manner 
in which a trope suggests meaning by gesturing 
towards a point of comparison (the associational 
affinity one thing holds with another) or through 
the substitution of terms or ideas (metonym or 
synecdoche). 

Similarly, at the heart of Sigmund Freud’s 
architecture of the unconscious is the centrahty of 
tropes. Freud’s conception of the dream work is 
founded upon three concepts - condensation, 
displacement, and representation - which, as the 
psychologist Jacques Lacan points out, suggests 
some striking similarities with language systems. 


Moreover, as Lacan notes, Freud’s unconscious is 
structured like language. That is, condensation 
for Freud occurs wherein certain aspects or traits 
are “overdetermined” and recur numerous times 
and in various forms in a dream. The “over¬ 
determined” image is the site of tropic transfor¬ 
mation, wherein the unconscious represents a 
concept, person, or idea figuratively - metony- 
micaUy - through connotation. The unconscious 
draws upon the partial concept or person to filter 
into through the metonymical representation of 
the whole. Furthermore, displacement functions 
metaphorically where certain similarities and 
points of comparison between two things are 
displaced and transformed through a chain of 
associations. Consequently, Freud’s theory of 
condensation and unconscious denotation not 
only suggests a number of parallels with 
Saussure’s description of the signifying process 
but also mirrors the classical conception of 
tropes. 

By extension, a number of postmodern philoso¬ 
phers and thinkers, who foUow in the wake of 
Saussure’s and Freud’s theories (including Jacques 
Lacan, Jacques Derrida, Julia Kristeva, and 
Roland Barthes), essentially reconfigure the trope 
in such a way that it remains central to an 
understanding of the one-to-one correspondence of 
signifier and signified. Furthermore, with the 
dissolution of “universals” and “metanarratives” 
and proliferation of speciahzed discourses, the 
trope has been reinscribed as absolutely central in 
a postmodern rmderstanding of language and 
knowledge. That is, in postmodern discourse, aU 
acts language and knowledge are in fact elaborate 
tropes. 

Perhaps more succincdy, language itself in 
postmodern discourse has been recognized as 
merely a trope; a chain of substituted signifiers 
(metonymy) wherein each part alludes to but never 
fuUy signifies a whole (synecdoche). Consequently, 
theories of “meaning” or knowledge both utilize 
tropes to explain reality but, in addition, are also 
tropes in and of themselves, shades of an infinitely 
deferred universal. 

DAVID CLIPPINGER 
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Tschumi, Bernard 

b. 1944, Lausanne, Switzerland 

Architect, writer, and academic 

Throughout his career as an architect, theorist, and 
academic, Bernard Tschumi’s work has reevalu¬ 
ated architecture’s role in the practice of personal 
and political freedom. Since the 1970s, Tschumi 
has argued that there is no fixed relationship 
between architectural form and the events that take 
place within it. The ethical and political impera¬ 
tives that inform his work emphasize the establish¬ 
ment of a proactive architecture which non- 
hierarchicaUy engages balances of power through 
programmatic and spatial devices. In Tschumi’s 
theory, architecture’s role is not to express an 
extant social structure, but to function as a tool for 
questioning that structure and revising it. 

The experience of the May 1968 uprisings and 
the activities of the Situationist International 
oriented Tschumi’s approach to design studios 
and seminars he taught at the Architectural 
Association in London during the early 1970s. 
Within that pedagogical context he combined film 
and literary theory with architecture, expanding on 
the structuralist and poststructuralist work of such 
thinkers as Barthes and Foucault, in order to 
reexamine architecture’s responsibility in reinfor¬ 
cing unquestioned cultural narratives. This ap¬ 
proach unfolded along two lines in his architectural 
practice: first, by exposing the conventionally 
defined connections between architectural se¬ 
quences and the spaces, programs, and movement 
which produce and reiterate these sequences; and 
second, by inventing new associations between 
space and the events that “take place” within it 
through processes of defamiharization, de-structur¬ 
ing, superimposition, and cross programming. 

Tschumi’s work in the later 1970s was refined 
through courses he taught at the Architectural 
Association and projects such as The Screenplays 
(1977) and The Manhattan Transcripts (1981) and 
evolved from montage techniques taken from film 
and techniques of the nouveau roman. His use of 
event montage as a technique for the organization 
of program (systems of space, event, and move¬ 
ment, as well as visual and formal techniques) 
challenged the work other contemporary architects 


were conducting which focused on montage 
techniques as purely formal strategies. Tschumi’s 
work responded as well to prevalent strands of 
contemporary architectural theory that had 
reached a point of closure, either through a 
misunderstanding of poststructuralist thought, or 
the failure of the liberal/leftist dream of successful 
political and cultural revolution. For example. 
Superstudio, one such branch of theoretically 
oriented architectural postmodernists, began to 
produce ironic, unrealizable projects such as the 
1969 Continuous Monument project, which functioned 
as counter-design and critique of the existing 
architecture culture, suggesting the end of architec¬ 
ture’s capacity to effect change on an urban or 
cultural scale. Tschumi positioned his work to 
suggest alternatives to this endgame. 

Tschumi’s winning entry for the 1983 Parc de la 
ViUette Competition in Paris became his first major 
public work and made possible an implementation 
of the design research and theory which had been 
rehearsed in The Manhattan Transcripts and The 
Screenplays. Landscaping, spatial and programmatic 
sequences in the park were used to produce sites of 
alternative social practice that challenged the 
expected use values usually reinforced by a large 
urban park in Paris. 

Tschumi has continued this design agenda in a 
variety of competitions and built projects since 
1983. The 1986 Tokyo National Theater and 
Opera House project continued the research that 
Tschumi began in The Manhattan Transcripts, 
importing notational techniques from experimental 
dance and musical scores, and using the design 
process itself to challenge habitual ways of thinking 
about space, in contrast to earlier static, two 
dimensional representational techniques which 
delineated the outiine of a building but not the 
intensity of life within it. At a local scale, in his 
1990 Video Pavilion at Groningen, transparent 
walls and tilted floors produce an intense disloca¬ 
tion of the subject in relation to norms like wall, 
interior and exterior, and horizon. At the urban 
scale in such projects as the 1992 Art + Media 
school at Fresnoy France, and the 1995 architec¬ 
ture school at Marne la VaUee, France (both 
completed 1999), larger spaces challenge norma¬ 
tive program sequence and accepted use. The 
Fresnoy complex accomplishes this by its use of the 
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space between the roofs of existing buildings and 
an added huge umbrella roof above them, which 
creates an interstitial zone of program on ramps 
and catwalks. This zone is what Tschumi calls the 
in-between, a negation of pure form or style that 
had been practiced in the 1989 ZKM Karlsruhe 
competition project, where a large atrium space 
punctuated by encapsulated circulation and smaller 
program episodes developed a more local network 
of interstitial space. 

The capacity of an overlap of programs to effect 
a reevaluation of architecture on an urban scale 
had also been tested in the 1988 Kansai Airport 
competition, Lausanne Bridge city, and 1989 
Bibliotheque de France competition. In the Bib- 
liotheque de France, a major aspect of the 
proposed scheme was a large public running track 
and sports facility on the roof of the complex, 
intersecting with upper floors of the library 
program so that neither the sports program nor 
the intellectual program could exist without an 
impact on the other. 

With these projects Tschumi opposed the 
methods used by architects for centuries to 
geometrically evaluate facade and plan composi¬ 
tion. In this way he suggested that habitual routines 
of daily life could be more effectively challenged by 
a full spectrum of design tactics ranging from shock 
to subterfuge: by regulating events, a more subtle 
and sophisticated regime of defamiliarizations was 
produced than by aesthetic and symbolic systems of 
shock. The extreme limit-conditions of architec¬ 
tural program became criteria to evaluate a 
building’s capacity to function as a device capable 
of social organization. 

Tschumi’s critical understanding of architecture 
remains at the core of his practice today. By 
arguing that there is no space without event, he 
designs conditions for a reinvention of living, rather 
than repeating estabhshed aesthetic or symbohc 
conditions of design. Through these means archi¬ 
tecture becomes a frame for “constructed situa¬ 
tions,” a notion informed by the theory, city 
mappings and urban designs of the Situationist 
International. 

Responding to the absence of ethical structure 
and the disjunction between use, form, and social 
values by which he characterizes the postmodern 
condition, Tschumi’s design research encourages a 


wide range of narratives and ambiences to emerge 
and to self-organize. Although his conclusion is 
that no essentially meaningful relationship exists 
between a space and the events which occur within 
it, Tschumi nonetheless aligns his work with 
Foucault’s notion that social structures should be 
evaluated not according to an a priori notion of 
good or evil but for their danger to each other. In 
this way, Tschumi’s work is ethologicaUy motivated, 
in the sense that Deleuze uses the term to propose 
an emergent ethics that depends on a re-evaluation 
of self/identity and body. Freedom is thus defined 
by the enhanced range of capacity of this extended 
body/self in conjunction with an extended self- 
awareness. By advocating recombinations of pro¬ 
gram, space, and cultural narrative, Tschumi asks 
the user to critically reinvent him/herself as a 
subject. 
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tympan 

“Tympan” is the tide of the prefatory essay in 
Jacques Derrida’s Marins of Philosophy (1982). At 
first glance, what is most notable about this essay is 
the typographic display of Derrida’s text along with 
a passage from Biffures, a memoir by Michel Leiris, 
appearing in the text’s right margin. By placing a 
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literary' text in the margin of his own philosophical 
essay, Derrida considers the relation between 
center and margin, as well as the intersection 
between literature and philosophy, demonstrating 
the way in which other texts do not so much 
intrude upon as complement each other (see 
comparative literature; literature studies). 
Derrida also extends the typographical element in 
his text Glas (1986). The philosophical implications 
of marginahty and the frame raised in “Tympan” 
are further pursued in his discussion of the parergon 
in the text The Truth in Painting (1987). 

The essay “Tympan” is prefaced by three 
epigraphs from Hegel, whose stance on limits 
Derrida addresses in regard to philosophy. He does 
so in particular by extending the Hegelian notion 
of the Aujhebung {rekver in French and “sublation” in 
English), the act of negation and elevation in the 
dialectical process. One epigraph in particular 
notes that through sublation “there arises another 
such limit, which is no limit.” Derrida proposes 
“relaunching in every sense the reading of the 
Hegelian Aufhebung, eventually beyond 
what Hegel... understood himself to say or intend 
to mean, beyond that which is inscribed on the 
internal vestibule of his ear” (Derrida 1982: xi). 
Derrida addresses the polyvalence of his subject, 
weaving together the various meanings tympan 
(“tympanum” in English) can take on. Reference to 
the ear is particularly relevant because the 
polysemy of tympan refers to the eardrum or 
tympanic membrane. In attempting to relaunch 
philosophy, Derrida asks if “one can puncture 
the tympanum of a philosopher and stiU be heard 
and understood by him?” (Derrida 1982: xi). 
Derrida proposes that philosophy hear the voice 
of the other more clearly, not merely in a sublated 
but in a limitless manner. 

Derrida considers Western metaphysics to be 
logocentric, and he offers several statements about 
the historical definition of philosophy. It is “the 
only discourse that has ever intended to receive its 
name only from itself.” It has always insisted upon 
assuring itself “mastery over its limit,” and it has 
believed to control “the margin of its volume and 
that it thinks its other” (Derrida 1982: x). Through 
deconstruction, Derrida seeks to reconsider the 
hierarchies established in binary oppositions, 
such as margin and center, and the presumption 


that a limit easily defines the difference between 
one element and the other. 

The purpose of Derrida’s investigation is devel¬ 
oped further in the proceeding essay, “Differance,” 
where this neologism defines the element of 
difference and deferral necessary to properly 
puncture the tympanum without deafening results. 
Indeed, in “Tympan” Derrida suggests that 
“beyond the philosophical text there is not a blank, 
virgin, empty margin, but another text, a weave of 
difference of forces without any present center of 
reference” characterized by “an inexhaustible 
reserve” (Derrida 1982: xxiii). 

A further meaning of tympan refers to the 
frameworks of wood and iron used in manual 
printing between which the sheet of paper is 
placed, establishing a relationship between frame 
and text. Derrida further explores this relationship 
in The Truth in Painting, where he discusses the 
parergon in relation to the ergon (the work) emanating 
from a passage in the Critique of Judgment (see §14) by 
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), where artistic pro¬ 
duction is discussed in terms of its intrinsic and 
extrinsic elements. For Derrida, the larger issue in 
his questioning of Western metaphysics, is whether 
or not philosophy can ever truly understand its 
other, which he proposes is its essential focus of 
investigation. If it could know its other, then it 
could understand its own limits and demarcate the 
margins of its enterprise. Attention to the parergon 
addresses this in terms of artistic production via 
reference to the frame, which is “At the limit 
between work and absence of work” (Derrida 
1987: 64). Traditionally understood as the orna¬ 
mental element that demarcates the work from 
non-work, Derrida posits the frame, parergonality 
itself, as a critical space because it is neither 
presence nor absence, but the intersection and limit 
of each. As Irene Harvey makes clear, “Derrida has 
shown in Kant’s text, [that] the ergon is never fully 
complete, never fuUy finished, never fuUy indepen¬ 
dent, but rather entails an inner lack which calls 
forth (in an atemporal sense) the parergon to 
complete it” (Harvey 1989: 73). While Derrida 
may not believe in the possibility of full completion, 
he privileges the thought that is at the margins of 
philosophy itself, always questioning its own limits 
and its own margins. 
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unconscious 

The basic (Freudian) thesis is that something (a 
perception, an idea) traumatic is erased (“re¬ 
pressed”) from memory and replaced by a fictive 
creation (fantasy, delusion), yet the undesirable 
truth “insists” on making its presence known by 
returning to affect its subject in the form of a 
symptom. The variations immanent in this struc¬ 
ture manifest in aU manner of neurosis, perversion, 
and psychosis. Lacan realized that this uncon¬ 
scious structure is that of language, thus “uni¬ 
versal” for aU speaking beings. The effect of 
language on its subjects is “castration” - a loss of 
jouissance (libido, satisfaction) symbolized by loss of 
penis. The prirmi jouissance is called “narcissism”; 
the feeling of power and life-instinct. This libido- 
instinct is lost when humans become conscious of 
their finitude upon induction into the social world, 
but it persists through fantasy and delusion created 
to deny the necessity of limitation and inevitability 
of death. This drama and trauma of becoming 
conscious and losing or recovering narcissistic 
(imaginary, total) satisfaction is repeated every 
generation. The elementary event of repression 
and formation of the unconscious is thus the denial 
of truth and creation of a lie to circumvent 
castration. 

To see how language castrates its subjects, it is 
not necessary to posit a universal “education” 
whereby every subject learns the rules and myths of 
its parents’ social group and internalizes their 
morality; or rebels against it, and so on. Each 
actual socialization event is a variant of a universal 
structure Lacan named the Other. The Other is the 


field of language — synchronic, diachronic; signify¬ 
ing, signified - as it comes to inhabit the speaking 
body. In the subject’s nervous system, a rhetorical 
or syntactic figure turns into a symptom, a joke, a 
lapsus or dream whose structure manifests that 
figure. Thus the complaint, “I can’t progress” turns 
into a physical metaphor, expressing itself as 
hysterical paralysis; hysterical attack signifies a 
repressed fantasy or traumatic memory' of sexual 
assault, and so on. An obsessional idea (Ratman’s 
compulsion to “protect” his father and his Lady 
from imaginary danger) represents the denial, and 
replacement by its opposite, of the impulse to act 
aggressively toward them. A phobia projects 
internal danger (anxiety) outside displaced onto 
an object or situation. Psychotic delusion distorts or 
imagines the signs and meanings encountered in 
external reality to rationalize withdrawal of 
libidinal investment from the world as it is, and 
compensates by constructing an alternative world. 
In every case it is the grammatical, syntactic, and 
rhetorical structures of language that operate 
automatically to reshape internal, “endopsychic” 
reality and project the distortion outward or harbor 
it in fantasy. But is language not immanent in all 
normal perception and conception, and behavior, 
and is mental illness not merely a deviation from a 
universal, structurally mad consensus? Where is the 
undistorted standard of perception and concept of 
reality? Are the mad not scapegoats for a group 
narcissism that refuses to acknowledge its own 
“castration,” which it projects into outcasts selected 
to incarnate its repressed impulses, fears, and 
fantasies, and thus to shore up the delusion of a 
universal truth? 
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We find ourselves thus on the verge of 
recognizing a logical and topological limitation: 
“there is no metalanguage” (Lacan), no position 
outside the distorting structure of the Other from 
which to judge reality and proclaim the whole 
truth. Thus only partial, not total, truth is sayable, 
starting with the truth that truth has the structure 
of fiction necessitated by language. Every speaking 
subject takes an unconscious position internal to 
the Other, not because there is nothing outside 
language but because there is no language to talk 
about the outside (the real). Yet the subject itself is 
real and therefore unrepresentable in the Other 
except by an omission; in fact, the very erasure of a 
signifier that is the primordial event of uncon¬ 
sciousness. The ego (narcissism) does not want to 
know about that incompleteness, thus it restores in 
fantasy what “its own” unconscious removes, and 
fails to recognize itself as an imaginary construct. 
Unconscious subjectivity consists (insists) in remov¬ 
ing a signifier from the Other - the non-existent 
signifier that would represent the subject ade¬ 
quately — but then replacing it with a symptom or 
“joke” that confuses the issue. The truth is that the 
Other is not completable - there is no total 
representation of the truth - precisely because a 
place must be made (vacated) in the Other for the 
subject of enunciation to speak about reality, and to 
invent fictions both to express that non-completion 
and to deny it. This decompletion of the Other is 
the (partial) truth of castration. 

But the Other for the infant is first of aU the 
mother. Its object is the breast; its satisfaction is 
libidinal and “primary narcissistic” (it is cherished 
by the Other), its entire reality is built up within the 
field of the Other. Yet the breast as object is not 
language. So there is something else missing from 
the language of the Other; not just a missing 
signifier, but a missing object of jouissance. This 
libido-object - not just the breast but the mother’s 
voice, and gaze, and touch - is non-linguistic but 
stiU part of the Other, a real part. This soon-to-be 
lost part, only retroactively positable, mythical 
(aheady to the speaking child) paradise, is held over 
only in fantasy, or in delusions of revolutionary 
utopia. So it cannot be said that language does not 
structure this object as we!, even in its alterity and 
exclusion. Fantasy is constructed according to 
variations on a “phrase” such as, “a child is being 


beaten,” expressing the primordial masochism of 
the subject whose removal as signifier is imagined 
(and eroticized) as a rejection or punishment, a 
“jouissance of the Other” which sadism and 
masochism perform as scripted. 

What is the function of the father, then, in this 
little human tragicomedy? His function is to be 
misunderstood, that is, to be the (unconscious) 
source and target of the primal lie. For in the 
drama of the Oedipus complex, his “knowledge” of 
the subject’s budding desire, and of his own 
“phailic” jouissance (lawful enjoyment of the child’s 
mother and of the Name of the Father he bears - 
but also hands down - representing the immortal¬ 
ity of the family), can never be a fully conscious 
knowledge, for aU the reasons hitherto adduced 
(and then some). So when he pronounces his “No!” 
to the mother-child (con)fusion, breaking into their 
bond and claiming his rights, he merely prohibits 
what is impossible, that the child could ever find 
the satisfaction it is looking to regain in the 
mother’s embrace. The mother-child libido link 
is perhaps the sustenance providing for a subject’s 
toleration of (or contribution to) human misery. But 
only if it is interrupted in reality (symbolically 
castrated) and continued in fantasy. Otherwise both 
can enjoy the jouissance of the Other only by 
disavowing or foreclosing, perverting or psychoti- 
cizing, the reality symbolized by the Father’s 
interdiction and name. For they are forcing reality 
into the scenario of a fiction operating as delusion 
or (perverse) program. Yet what does the father do 
if not represent the legal fiction of social law and 
order (prohibition of incest and sodomy)? The 
(Lacanian) answer is that he stands for desire; that 
is, a breathing room, a space opened up between 
the subject and the Other. This is the space-time of 
the desiring unconscious. 

Just as the neurotic father and son cannot resist 
creating the drama of Oedipus - the father’s 
severance of mother from child — so the originary 
analytic couple, Freud and his hysteric, could not 
help inventing the Ur-myth of psychoanalysis: the 
fiction of a “primal Father” who obeys no rules 
and keeps all the jouissance for himself, castrating or 
exiling his sons and raping his wives and 
daughters. Is this the father’s own fantasy, injected 
into his daughter (as her “desire” for him) and 
projected onto sons and inversed as their desire to 
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resist and usurp his power in an Oedipal revolt? 
Or is it a daughter’s fantasy or “recovered 
memory” of an imspeakable event? A topology of 
the unconscious must include all possible combi¬ 
nations of history and fiction in a generative matrix 
of variations. 

There are signs that the structure of the 
unconscious is mutating in our time. Of course 
language stiU inherently limits jouissance, but the 
function of the symbolic Father, which is to induce 
the Oedipus complex enabling the subject to 
repress and internalize the generative myth of 
social order (crime and punishment, with Father 
starring first as viUain then as judge), seems to be 
imploding aU around us, at least in the West (the 
crisis of patriarchy). The symptoms of this social 
mutation include not only symbohc devaluation of 
the Father’s Law, but also a concomitant unleash¬ 
ing of “jouissance of the (uncastrated) Other” 
manifesting in generalized perversion and psycho¬ 
sis. The reasons for this symbolic breakdown may 
be unclear (the spread of commodity capitalism, 
new media, invasion of bodies by technology, etc.), 
but it is evident that more laws are not the solution, 
since the problem is respect for the Law itself, the 
Law of desire, the ethical imperative to recognize 
(the desire of) the Other. This is what the Father 
represented so pathetically and symptomatically. 
What universal signifier can replace this uncon¬ 
scious law? The ethics of respect breaks down both 
within and between societies when, for example, 
males in groups behave like Hegelian narcissists 
each demanding a sign of respect from the other 
without yielding, to the point of pre-emptive 
mutual annihilation. Or when men disrespect 
women and attack gays to sustain the fetish of 
masculinity (non-castration). Or when mothers 
declare fathers “unnecessary”; thus foreclosing 
the Father as symbolic function mediating mother 
(Other) and child and opening the time for desire. 
These are symptoms of a crisis of masculinity 
erupting when the pacifying law of the Father is 
removed and unconscious fantasies resurface as 
delusional myths shaping historical events. They 
manifest the absence of sexual relation which is the 
aboriginal human trauma induced by language 
(replacing animal instinct) and obscured by the 
symbolic symptom (paternity). Are humans cap¬ 


able of inventing a new ethics of desire to replace 
the obsolete “symbohc” unconscious? 

PETER CANNING 

universal 

Universals are overarching and all-inclusive sys¬ 
tems of belief that presume application to aU 
people regardless of culture, gender, history, 
and/or ideology; transcendent “truths.” One of 
the most important distinctions between modern¬ 
ism and postmodernism occurs at the level of 
universals. Modernism as a whole clusters around a 
number of “universals,” including the behef that 
human experience transcends culture and history. 
Postmodernism has lead to the critical demise of 
universals and universality, what Jean-Frangois 
Lyotard refers to as metanarratives. For the 
modernist, universals were “natural” and self- 
evident, but for the postmodernist, discourse 
demonstrates that the supposed “naturalness” of 
universals is in fact the product of socio-historical 
and/or ideological forces. The primary impetus of 
a universal system is to provide a rationale for 
explaining totahty in terms of the hberal humanist 
assertion of human progress and evolution that 
denies cultural and historical differences. As 
postmodern theory and philosophy has decon¬ 
structed referentiality, logic, and ideology, univer¬ 
sals have been unveiled as fictional constructs that 
attempt to disavow their very fictionahty. 

Even though one of the chief characteristics of 
postmodernity is its anti-universalist stance, post¬ 
modern thinking nonetheless draws heavily upon a 
number of critics who in fact propose universal 
systems of meaning: for instance, Marxism, 
Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory of the sign, and 
Sigmund Freud’s map of the conscious/uncon- 
scions. Each describe totalizing systems of belief 
that propose transhistorical and transcultural 
application. Such a re-subscription to universal 
theories — even if those theories in essence have 
been used to demystify and denaturalize other 
universal theories - demonstrates how it is 
impossible to escape the confines of binary thinking 
and consequently elide universals or transcendental 
signifiers. 
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univocity 

Univocity is the idea that subjectivity is singular, 
autonomous, and has a unique voice, and that 
meaning is singular and natural. As designated by 
its prefix, univocity refers to the conception that an 
act of language or a text has a single, unified, and 
self-evident meaning or voice. As such, univocity is 
directly related to the liberal humanist conception 
of the subject/individual as a self-sufficient, 
autonomous whole with a unified voice that 
annunciates, speaks, and articulates a singular 
unambiguous meaning. 

Univocity stands in opposition to Mikhail 
Bakhtin’s (1895-1975) conception of hetero- 
glossia as defined in Discourse in the Novel (1981). 
For Bakhtin and other Russian Formalist philoso¬ 
phers, the individual is the site of the convergence 
of multiplicities (various discourses, voices, and 
meanings) that not only construct the subjectivity of 
the individual but also are part and parcel of any 
act of language and textuality. These multi¬ 
plicities impinge upon any human action and 
therefore direedy affect meaning, .^s such, any act 
of language and meaning occurs dialogicaUy. 
Heteroglossia demonstrates, then, that any see¬ 


mingly unified (univocal) statement or text is in fact 
disjunctive (polyvocal). 

The most crucial difference between univocity 
and heteroglossia concerns how knowledge and 
meaning are conceived either as outside of culture 
and history or as the immediate product of history 
and culture. Whereas a univocal reading suggests 
that language or a text possesses a singular voice 
with an equally particularized meaning, hetero¬ 
glossia suggests that a text as well as individual 
subjectmty is constructed out of a range of 
significant and distinctive differences that are 
cultural and historical. Consequendy, heteroglossia 
addresses the ideological core of any act of 
language, meaning, or subject. This key difference 
between univocity and heteroglossia is further 
manifest in different reading and interpretative 
strategies as well. 

Most reading and interpretative practices before 
structuralism and poststructuralism have 
maintained that the text is unified and complete. 
(New Criticism is, perhaps, the best example of this 
practice.) Such univocal readings discuss the text in 
terms of an obvious meaning that is clearly 
manifest by the text’s theme and voice. The 
reading practices of postmodernity break with 
the narrow conception of a text as univocal by 
concentrating instead upon the range of voices and 
discourses that are woven into the text. 

DAVID CLIPPINGER 
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Vattimo, Gianni 

b. 1936, Turin, Italy 

Philosopher and hermeneutical ontologist 

A scholar of Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) and 
Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), Gianni Vattimo 
explores the intellectual and historical transforma¬ 
tion from modernity to post-modernity and its 
implications for hermeneutics, aesthetics, tech¬ 
nology, and ontology. 

In The End of Modernity, Vattimo claims that 
Nietzsche’s diagnosis of European nihilism means 
that the highest values devalue themselves, and that 
no highest or master value can take their place. 
According to Vattimo, in Nietzsche’s Human, All Too 
Human the core value of modernity, the importance 
of the new or the modern over the old or the 
traditional, is challenged in a radical, rather than 
reactionary way. This Nietzschean critique for¬ 
wards a dissolution of the notion of progress. For 
Vattimo, Nietzsche’s work represents a twisting free 
of modernity whieh, nevertheless, remains caught 
up in modernity and its concerns, but in a different 
way. Taking this nihilism seriously leads Vattimo to 
advocate a weak ontology or weak thought (pensiero 
debole], which is “a fundamental weakening of being 
in which being is not, but happens” (Vattimo 1992: 
13). 

Vattimo writes of a radical reordering of the 
precepts of modernity, which he refers to as a 
Verwindung of modernity or metaphysics. Verwindung 
is a nearly untranslatable German term Vattimo 
takes over from Heidegger. It means a twisting free 
that indicates a going beyond, which is both an 


acceptance and a deepening of modernity Verwin¬ 
dung also suggests a convalescence as well as a 
resignation. Modernity is not something which can 
be put aside or left behind, but rather “it is 
something which stays in us as do the traces of an 
illness or a kind of pain to which we are resigned” 
(Vattimo 1988: 173). Vattimo argues that post¬ 
modernity does not chronologically succeed mod¬ 
ernity in a linear historical way, but postmodernity 
exists alongside modernity, complicating and ques¬ 
tioning it from within. 

Vattimo’s engagements with Nietzsche and 
Heidegger and his conclusions suggest many 
important implications. These include the decline 
of the subject, the impossibility of a transparent 
community, the death or decline of art, the 
articulation of a philosophy of difference in 
opposition to Jacques Derrida (1930-) and Gflles 
Deleuze (1925-95), and the elaboration of an 
aesthetic utopia as heterotopia. 

In The Transparent Society, Vattimo brings together 
Heidegger’s notion of a work of art as the 
dehvering of a blow and the German-Jewish 
aesthetic and social critic Walter Benjamin’s 
(1892-1940) idea of art as shock in order to 
advocate an aesthetics of oscillation or disorienta¬ 
tion. In The End of Modernity, Vattimo claims that a 
generalized aestheticization of life by the mass 
media along with a negative withdrawal into 
silence of all authentic art leads to the death or 
decline of art. Since aesthetic philosophy “persists 
in always armouncing and deferring the death of 
art, such a situation could be called the decline of 
art” (Vattimo 1988: 59). This decline of art is linked 
to the impoverishment of Being in a Heideggerian 
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sense, which is the situation or condition of our 
contemporary culture. 
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Venturi, Robert 

b. 1925, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, USA 
Architect 

Together with wife and lifelong collaborator 
Denise Scott Brown, as well as a group of students 
in his 1968 Yale seminar on Las Vegas building 
styles, Robert Venturi is often thought to have aU 
but single-handedly founded post-modern archi¬ 
tecture. Learning from Las Vegas, first published in 
1972 and later subtitled The Forgotten Symbolism of 
Architectural Form (1977), explored “the automobile- 
oriented architecture of commercial sprawl” — 
buildings communicating their architectural func¬ 
tions and cultural identities with special energy 
because they were meant to be driven past instead 
of walked into. Gleefully dubbing “The Strip” an 
“impure architecture of communication,” Learning 
from Las Vegas rebelled explicitly against the 
sacrosanct modernist aesthetic of structural purity 
and the sober modernist prohibition against 
decoration. It helped to initiate a widespread new 
“mannerist” penchant for layered historical refer¬ 
ence in architecture. 

Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture (1966) 
began this line of thought with reference to poet 


T.S. Eliot’s ideas about originality and historical 
precedence, placing special emphasis on cultivating 
“tension” and “ambiguity” through contradictory 
architectural gestures, in a spirit explicidy modeled 
for Venturi by “new critical” approaches to poetry'. 
Learning from Las Vegas took these observations an 
important step further in using the theory of 
“ducks” and “decorated sheds” to critique the 
modernist tradition represented most for Venturi 
by Mies Van der Rohe. 

“Decorated sheds” are buildings identified by 
signs attached to their facades; “ducks” are 
buildings (like an eccentric roadside roast duck 
restaurant in the shape of a duck) that form 
themselves as symbols. By this logic, anti-decorative 
modernist buildings, which eschewed symbolism 
for structural purity but communicated in spite of 
themselves as symbols of architectural tradition and 
cultural prestige, were “empty and boring” ducks, 
“distorting] the whole building into one big 
ornament” (1966: 103). Learnings prescription for 
the naivete and elitism of “heroic and original” 
modernist architecture, then, was the “ugly and 
ordinary” (1966: 93) architecture of “decorated 
sheds.” 

Venturi, however, has not always been happy 
with the results of the revolution he helped to 
initiate, and has been only partly assimilated into 
the circle of “post-modern” architects. While he 
has clearly influenced Michael Graves, Robert 
Stern, and many others, Venturi has gone on to 
reject postmodernism as a label, and to denounce 
much of what has developed in its name as 
formulaic and over-simple: “parvenue Classicism, 
with... a dash of deco and whiff of Ledoux” 
(Sanmartin 1986: 12). 

Among the best known of Venturi’s designs are 
the profoundly “ugly and ordinary” Guild House 
(1961), whose conspicuous and purely symbolic 
television antenna (it did not actually function) 
drew criticism from offended groups representing 
the elderly; the subtly referential Vanna Venturi 
House (1962); the quirky, pop iconographic Best 
Catalogue Showroom (1977); and the controversial 
Gordon Wu HaU (1980) at Princeton. 
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virtual faith 

Virtual faith denotes a style of faith practice that is 
deeply enmeshed in popular culture, and therefore 
has an ironic and simulational character with 
respect to what are commonly considered to be 
“real” faith practices. The concept entered cul¬ 
tural, theological, and ministerial parlance through 
Tom Beaudoin’s Virtual Faith: The Irreverent Spiritual 
Quasi of Generation X (1998), a practical-theological 
investigation of the popular culture of the United 
States cohort born in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Beaudoin defines virtual faith as a byproduct of 
late twentieth century popular culture. This culture 
“increasingly simulates and imitates reality, [lead¬ 
ing to] both ‘virtual’ and ‘real’ forms of religious¬ 
ness. Generation X pop culture offers ‘virtual’ 
[faith] when it imitates or simulates ‘real’ [faith]” 
(1998: 177). Illustrations of this notion are best 
understood by abstracting virtual faith’s interre¬ 
lated functions as a cultural-theological concept, 
including: (1) descriptive; (2) hermeneutical; (3) 
critical; and (4) constructive. 

First, as descriptive, virtual faith reports one 
dimension of faith practices operative, at least, 
from the 1980s forward. A deep, if often unre¬ 
flexive, symbiosis between Generation X’s identi¬ 
ties, spiritual practices, and deep immersion in 
popular media culture as a major meaning-making 
system have contributed to the emergence of this 
religious phenomenon. Examples include practices 
of popular culture that seem to reside on the fringe 
of “legitimate” religious expression, such as the 
\4rtual, imitative, or simulational character of 
religious communities in cyberspace; the purchase 
of exotic or “mystical” forms of spiritual music, 
such as chant; or the wearing of crucifixes as 
fashion accessories. 


Second, as hermeneutical, virtual faith offers a 
lens for productively interpreting some obsen^able 
phenomena of refigious practice in the media- 
saturated eultures of the West. Interpreted as forms 
of virtual faith, for example, cyberspatial religious 
communities can be construed as mimicking “real” 
religious communities; owning spiritual music 
whose style is validated by its supposed antiquity, 
such as chant, can be interpreted as affording a 
simulation of “real” presence at a liturgy; and 
wearing a crucifix as fashion can be understood as 
imitating the practices of more “traditional” forms 
of faith. 

Third, as critical, virtual faith provides a 
theological tool by which “real” faith practices 
can be experimented with and interrogated. Such 
criticism can occur, for example, in the practices of 
cyberspatial refigious communities, when their 
benefits, including frankness in faith discussions 
and access to online refigious resources, are 
brought to bear on real refigious communities; 
when the individualistic experience of personalized 
music purchasing is seen as possible analogue to 
and critique of the individualistic character of 
experience in some “real” liturgies; or when 
wearing a crucifix as a fashion accessory under¬ 
scores the degree to which those who wear it as a 
“real” symbol of piety are in fact themselves also 
making a (pietistic) fashion statement. 

Its critical dimension, however, is ambiguous. 
Resourcing constantly the imitational media cul¬ 
ture, there is a danger of virtual faith being 
corralled by the forces of late capitalism, by the 
market epistemology that plays a constitutive - but 
not exhaustive - role in the production, main¬ 
tenance, and reception of popular culture. While 
the effects of market epistemologies are wide¬ 
spread, the concept of virtual faith suggests that 
their influences on practices of faith in postmodern 
culture are neither total nor simply destructive. To 
be sure, insofar as virtual faith can be construed as 
a form of faith, a degree of autonomy from the 
determination of market forces is implied as 
possibility. 

Fourth, as constructive, virtual faith constructs 
the very cultural phenomenon that it seeks to 
describe and interpret. That is to say, virmal faith is 
a rhetorical construction and interested assemblage 
of popular phenomena, not simply a hermeneu- 
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tical, descriptive, or critical tool that is ideologically 
neutral or pure. It has, for example, aided in 
creating the very “Generation X” phenomenon 
that it purports to describe, as weU generating 
popular discourses around Beaudoin’s practical 
theology of culture. 

Virtual faith condenses a theology of postmo¬ 
dern culture by importing a key trope and a 
central topic of postmodernity, irony and 
simulation, into an interpretation of contempor¬ 
ary practices of faith. For Beaudoin, that virtual 
faith emerges within a cultural field whose 
characteristics include irony and simulation leads 
to the praetice of “religiosity.” 

According to Beaudoin, irony is a key trope of 
postmodern culture. While “irony is often mis¬ 
understood ... as a purely negative attitude toward 
the world,” it is not necessarily or only simplistic 
posturing. Irony “undoes the supposedly self- 
evident meaning of a statement, idea, or image, 
and empties that image of what it was previously 
thought to contain.” To be ironic is “to engage for 
the sake of reclamation - but only after the 
devastation of an engagement that destroys. Irony 
sucks the air out of its object, only to reinflate it 
later” (1998: 41). 

The troping of culture by irony dovetails with 
postmodern culture’s frequent topic: simulation. 
Beaudoin makes use of French sociologist Jean 
Baudrillard’s notion of the simulacrum to 
understand simulation in popular culture. A 
simulacrum is a copy for which no original exists, 
an imitation whose “real” referent is absent. 
Examples include contemporary dude ranches 
and Old West areas at theme parks, imitating a 
“WUd West” that never existed in the first place but 
was itself produced cinematicaUy by way of the 
genre of American westerns. The simulational 
character of pop culture, then, gives to the wider 
culture an ironic - that is to say, deflative, 
suspicious, and often playful — inflection. 

Irony and simulation are situated within late 
capitalism, which is also the site in which 
Generation X attempts to practice faith. Such 
faith practices within this socio-cultural milieu can 
be described as practices of “rehgiosity.” “Rehgi- 
osity” is an analogue to virtual faith because of its 
ambivalent and paradoxical nature. “On the one 
hand, religiosity refers to how formally ‘reli¬ 


gious’ ... a person is. On the other hand, religiosity 
also refers to an affected or fake sort of piety, even a 
mockery of what is commonly considered ‘reh- 
gious’” (1998: 42). Religiosity, a simultaneously 
ironic-and-unironic, virtual-and-real way of practi¬ 
cing faith, emerges as a central category for 
theology of culture. 

In addition to the deficiencies of its critical 
dimension, mentioned above, criticisms of virtual 
faith include a vagueness of distinction between the 
real and virtual that may serve to reinscribe rather 
than push beyond modern problematics, as well as 
an inabihty of this concept to sufficiently resist or 
displace popular media culture or the commercia¬ 
lization of faith. The ironic character of virtual 
faith, while not dissolving these criticisms, offers 
promise while inviting further critique. 
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TOM BEAUDOIN 

visuality 

Visuality is the technological or structural process 
of seeing. Visuality emerges as a key term in art 
history and criticism, especially as a means of 
criticizing the subject/object dualism of Cartesian 
perspectivalism. Visuality is used especially in 
response to the formalist tendencies of modernist 
art criticism that took painting as a self-sufficient 
category for study and neglected the political, 
economic, technological, psychic, and corporeal 
mechanisms of seeing (see Bourdieu, Pierre; 
Duchamp, Marcel; technology). Theories of 
visuahty draw, for the most part, from Sigmund 
Freud, Jacques Lacan’s theories of psychoanaly¬ 
sis, Birmingham and Frankfiirt School cultural 
criticism, and Walter Benjamin’s discussion of 
modernity and the image. Much of the work in 
visuahty theory has centered on historicizing vision 
within the modern era in order to demonstrate the 
social construction of vision. This also identifies the 
forces that disturb dominant visual relations, often 
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through a focus on surrealist, avant-garde, and 
experimental visual texts, with the pohtical purpose 
of highlighting oppositional or resistant visual 
practices. 

One of the defining moments in the formation 
of the discourse of visuality was a 30 April 1988 
symposium held in New York at the Dia Art 
Foundation, organized by Hal Foster, who collected 
the participants’ papers in Vision and Visuality. Out 
of this symposium emerged the key debates and 
concerns that have fallen under the category of 
\isuality. Most notably, this conference highlighted 
the need to historicize vision and to identify the 
political and psychic components of images. 
Jonathan Crary emphasizes the technological 
formation of vision through a close analysis of 
modern era inventions in order to challenge 
conventional histories and theories of vision. 
Martin Jay has also contributed to the field of 
visuality with his discussion of French thought on 
\dsion since Descartes. These concerns manifest 
themselves through an investigation of images from 
mass culture, including films, architecture, visual 
space, and advertisements, rather than focusing 
only on canonical works of art. Theorists of 
Hsuality also focus on the psychic components of 
seeing, focusing especially on Lacan’s theory of the 
gaze and its role in producing the subject in 
ideology. This concern with the gaze has implica¬ 
tions for film studies as well, particularly theories 
of the spectator focusing on identity construction. 


Visuality opens up vision to multiple formations 
rather than the singularity of Cartesian perspectiv- 
alism, especially in a postmodern age characterized 
by a proliferation of visual technologies ranging 
from cinema to virtual reahty, computer graphics, 
video, and television. Visuality, influenced by 
cyborg theory, also acknowledges the technolo- 
gized body of aU observers, or viewing subjects. 
Visuality, because it does not imply the formation 
of distinct subjects and objects, serves as a 
postmodern critique of the unified self. It also 
represents a useful political tool in terms of 
identifying resistant visual texts within contempor¬ 
ary culture. 
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Warhol, Andy 

b. 6 August 1928, Pittsburgh, Pennsylva¬ 
nia, USA; d. 22 February 1987, New 
York, USA 

Pop artist, film-maker, and media phe¬ 
nomenon 

Andy Warhol was the consummate postmodern 
artist. He began his career in the 1950s as an 
extremely successful commercial advertising artist. 
When he shifted his attention in 1960 to the 
production of fine art, he brought with him the 
structural logic of his commercial work, radically 
departing from the classic modernist convictions 
with which almost aU high art had been operating 
up to that point. By systematically reversing the 
traditional values associated with painting, repla¬ 
cing uniqueness with seriality, and originality with 
reproducibility, Warhol strategically transposed art 
from its historical attachment to what Walter 
Benjamin termed “cult value” to its postmodern 
apotheosis as a manifestation of “exhibition value.” 
In fact, Warhol’s work is incomprehensible without 
taking into account its media context. His concern 
with media permeated not only his art, but his life 
as well, as he crafted perhaps the most banal yet 
fascinating public persona in history. He was once 
quoted in an interview as saying, “If you want to 
know aU about Andy Warhol, just look at the 
surface: of my paintings, and films and me, and 
there I am. There’s nothing behind it.” 

Serious painting in the 1950s had been synon¬ 
ymous with the movement of Abstract Expression¬ 
ism, which was primarily concerned with the artist 


operating as a radically autonomous self, forging a 
signature style, engaging in a heroic struggle for 
painterly authenticity. Most of these artists pro¬ 
foundly turned their backs on the mechanical, 
mass-produced, popular register of culture that 
Clement Greenberg had vilified in his 1939 essay, 
“Avant-Garde and Kitsch.” The ultimate refuta¬ 
tion of this heroic (and condescending) aesthetic 
position arrived in 1949 in the person of Andy 
Warhol, a young art school graduate from 
Pittsburgh who was commercially oriented, physi¬ 
cally frail, effeminate, prematurely grey and a 
homosexual; in other words, the very antithesis of 
the Abstract Expressionist “type.” He managed to 
undo nearly everything they had erected, from a 
position of pathetic passivity that derived from his 
wholesale embrace of and identification with the 
audience of mass consumer culture. The stroke of 
brilliance in what Warhol undertook with his 
paintings and films from the 1960s and beyond 
was his complete capitulation to the mechanisms of 
popular commercial culture as the primary struc¬ 
tural engineer of the self He internalized the 
dynamics of postwar American culture, which 
fanned consumer desire with endless claims of 
making life quicker, easier, cleaner, thus dispara¬ 
ging the leading claims of the artists of the New 
York School by rejecting the very notion of serious 
effort or internal struggle. Warhol made of this an 
aesthetic organizing principle which eventually not 
only consumed his art, but also refashioned him 
into a persona reflecting the erosion of individuality 
and the autonomous self under the conditions of 
modern mass culture. 

While his first paintings were handmade reph- 
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cations of images found in comic books, advertising 
and other mass media, Warhol soon took advan¬ 
tage of photo siLkscreening, which up to then had 
been considered primarily a commercial, industrial 
process. Through this photo-mechanical operation, 
he could easily replicate the barrage of apparently 
identical images produced in the mass media, as 
seen for example in works such as Marilyn x 100 
(1962), a grid of 100 silkscreens of Marilyn 
Monroe’s face, made from a publicity photograph. 
Over time, Warhol extended the industrial logic of 
this approach to painting, bringing on assistants 
whom he ultimately credited with actually making 
the paintings, and calling his studio space “the 
Factory” as well, underscoring the impersonal, 
detached nature of the art produced in it. 
Eventually, he moved away from painting in favor 
of film, precisely because film was “easier,” as one 
could simply set up the camera, turn on the motor, 
and walk away, and the film would make itself 

His early films, such as Sleep (1963), Eat (1963), 
and Empire (1964), feature fairly static images (the 
poet John Giorno sleeping, artist Robert Indiana 
eating, the Empire State Building as seen from a 
nearby window) with no mis-en-scetie whatsoever, 
and editing that consists of periodic cuts whenever 
the camera’s film magazine happened to run out, 
simply to be reloaded and run again, and again, 
creating films with running times upwards of seven 
hours or more. They are films in which traditional 
appeals to an aesthetic ideal, or to any sort of 
emotional or intellectual content have been 
absolutely vacated in favor of a relentless embrace 
of the mechanical surface of the medium, effec¬ 
tively eradicating any conventional cinematic 
expectations of self or expression that may linger 
in the viewer. 

Perhaps most famous for his dictum that “in the 
future, everyone will be famous for fifteen min¬ 
utes,” Andy Warhol’s reputation has certainly 
outlived his own prediction. He is cited by 
innumerable critics as a crucial turning point in 
the cultural engagement of postmodernism, media, 
and art. The philosopher Arthur Danto sees in his 
work the “end of art” itself By pathetically 
capitulating to the media’s manipulation of con¬ 
sumer desire, by refusing to contradict his critics 
(“Oh, I can’t - they’re right.”), and by transform¬ 
ing the artistic act of representation into the 


passive, mechanical mode of (Factory) production, 
the shy artist who coined the term “superstar” 
without doubt laid the groundwork for the 
frenetically driven media culture we experience 
today. 
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BETH ELAINE WILSON 

Weil, Simone 

b. 3 February 1909, Paris, France; d. 24 
August 1943, Ashford, Kent, UK 

Political thinker and social activist 

Weil, whose thought and radical social praxis 
blended Marxist principles with Platonic metaphy¬ 
sics and Christian mysticism, was one of the most 
original Western intellectual figures of the twen¬ 
tieth century. Her combination of pessimism and 
activism, mordant social analysis and mystical 
effusion, affirmation of life and fascination with 
death has made Weil’s work a source of inspiration 
and “irritation” to thinkers from Bataille, Blan- 
chot, and Camus to Peter Winch. 

The daughter of non-observant Jews, Weil 
studied at the Ecole Normale Superieure, and 
was influenced by the individualism of the 
philosopher, Alain. She taught philosophy at a 
series of provincial lycees, where her engagement 
in leftist politics led to repeated conflicts. While 
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writing for the Communist journal La Critique 
sociak, Weil came in contact with Georges BataiUe. 

Weil became increasingly cynical about conven¬ 
tional leftist politics. Her first major work, Reflections 
on the Origins of Liberty and Social Oppression (1934), 
explored the aporias of Marxist thought in light of 
the evolution of capitalism and technology. Weil’s 
pessimistic conclusions led her to search for a new 
mode of engagement. In 1934-5, Weil suspended 
her teaching career to spend eight months as an 
unskilled factor^' worker. Shortly afterwards, she 
participated briefly in the action of the Interna¬ 
tional Brigades in the Spanish Civil War. Such 
experiences helped Weil frame her concept of 
“affhction” (malheur): suffering which combines 
physical pain with social degradation (WeU 1950). 

The decisive events of Weil’s religious evolution 
occurred in 1938, when she experienced mystical 
contacts with Christ. Wed stiU refused to join the 
church, denouncing its politics as oppressive. Much 
of her later thought was marked by suspicion 
toward all forms of group identification and a 
tendency to see human society as the corrupting 
“Great Beast” described in Plato. 

After France’s defeat in 1940, Wed escaped to 
London, where she pleaded for a dangerous 
mission with French Resistance forces. Assigned 
to bureaucratic tasks instead, Weil fed into despair. 
She died in August 1943 of tuberculosis compli¬ 
cated by self-starvation. Despite physical weakness, 
the last months of Wed’s life were extraordinardy 
productive. She wrote essays (including the brilliant 
“Human Personality”) and the long manuscript 
that would be published posthumously as UEnra- 
cinement (The Need for Roots). In the latter, she 
reversed her tendency to view aU forms of human 
coUectivity as corrupt, and argued that human 
beings require multiple forms of “rootedness” in 
structures of communal life which “keep alive 
certain treasures of the past and certain hopes for 
the future” (1995: 61). 

Litde known at the time of her death. Wed 
gained posthumous acclaim with the publication of 
her journals, essays, and fragments. The reception 
of Wed’s ideas has been mixed, but always 
passionate. Critics have denoimced her contemp¬ 
tuous attitude toward Judaism (Giniewski 1978). 
Defenders have emphasized the resources of her 
critical social thought (Blum and Seidler 1989) and 


argued that her fragmented negative theology 
powerfully articulates the moral condition of 
postmodernity (Tracy 1994: 45; Nye 1994). 
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ALEXANDER IRWIN 

West, Cornel 

b. 2 June 1953, Tulsa, Oklahoma, USA 
Political philosopher 

In the relatively brief period of time since the 
publication of his first book, Prophesy Deliverance!, 
Cornel West has articulated a highly engaging and 
enormously influential progressive political phdo- 



4-24 White, Hayden 


Sophy he calls prophetic pragmatism, and a mode 
of intellectual practice he labels the critical organic 
catalyst. Focussing on race issues in contemporary 
culture, West has maintained a commitment to the 
positive project of supporting, both intellectually 
and practically, organizations and institutions 
committed to realizing the “moral aim and 
political goal of... greater individual freedom in 
culture, and broader democracy (in the economy 
and society)” (1993c; 105). 

West draws widely from diverse traditions of 
religious, theological, philosophical, cultural, and 
political criticism and engages extensively with 
poststructuralist critiques of ontology, epistemol¬ 
ogy, and subjectivity, as well as feminist, Foucaul- 
dian, queer, anti-racist, post-colonial, and post- 
Marxist critiques of class, class struggle, and 
dialectical materialism to develop his own theory 
and practice. Prophetic pragmatism is a mode of 
critical theory which, to use West’s own terminol¬ 
ogy, moves beyond “thin” opposition; which “does 
not talk about the need for a redistribution of 
wealth, resources, and power,” toward “thick” 
opposition, which “question [s] the prevailing mal¬ 
distribution of wealth in this society” (1991: 39). It 
attempts to go beyond a politics which merely 
demands “a bigger piece of the American pie” 
toward a politics which advances “fundamental 
questions such as why it never gets recut more 
equally or how it gets baked in the first place” 
(1982: 116). 

The role of the intellectual is complicated by the 
fact that those who “desire to align themselves with 
demoralized, depoliticized, and disorganized peo¬ 
ple in order to empower and enable social action” 
are caught “in an inescapable double bind: while 
linking their activities to the fundamental, struc¬ 
tural overhaul of these institutions, they often 
remain financially dependent on them” (1993c: 4). 
The question, then, is how to develop “a more 
enabling and empowering sense of the moral and 
political dimensions of our functioning in the 
present-day academy” (1993a: 94). West answers 
that academic intellectuals should work as critical 
organic catalysts. 

Developing Antonio Gramsci’s concept of the 
organic intellectual. West explains that a critical 
organic catalyst works “inside the academy, 
principally in order to survive and stay attuned to 


the most sophisticated reflections about the past, 
present, and future destinies of the relevant 
cultures, economies and states of our time” and 
be “grounded outside the academy; in progressive 
political organizations and cultural institutions of 
the most likely agents of social change in America, 
for example, those of black and brown people, 
organized workers, women, lesbians and gays” 
(1993a: 102—3). The key to generating more 
empowering moral and political dimensions to 
our academic work is through creating, maintain¬ 
ing, and strengthening links with extra-academic 
organizations committed to expanding democracy 
and freedom. To work as a critical organic catalyst 
“is to fuse the best of the life of the mind from 
within the academy with the best of the organized 
forces for greater democracy and freedom from 
outside the academy” (1993a: 103). 
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MARK WOOD 

White, Hayden 

b. 12 July 1928, Martin, Tennessee, USA 

Cultural historian and theorist of histor¬ 
ical writing 

Hayden White’s contribution to contemporary 
thought may be characterized as an attempt to 
apply literary structuralism to historical dis- 
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course as the basis of a radical critique of 
conventional history. He is best known for 
Metahistory, his 1973 study of the nineteenth-century 
European historical imagination. Metahistory argues 
that historians construct the events they claim only 
to report. While concerns about language mark his 
difference from traditional philosophy of history, a 
sustained interest in the formal relationship 
between narratology representation, and histor¬ 
ical knowledge distinguishes White from recent 
critics of historical writing, such as Michel de 
Certeau, Michel Foucault, Dominick LaCapra, 
and Paul Ricteur. Perhaps the most-cited con¬ 
temporary American historian, White has had a 
greater impact outside history departments, influ¬ 
encing debates in literature, film studies, and 
cultural studies. 

Although he produced a dissertation in medieval 
church history and broad surveys of European 
humanism early in his career. White has taken 
modern historiography as his prime object since 
1973. Metahistory analyzes historical writing in 
terms of “emplotment” and “tropology.” Building 
on Northrop Frye’s archetypal theory. White argues 
that historians impose upon real events the 
coherence of narrative fiction by encoding facts 
as components of four plot types (romance, tragedy, 
comedy, and satire). Every history, even Fernand 
Braudel’s anti-narrative history, is emplotted. In 
high structuralist fashion. White describes histor¬ 
iographical style as a combination of emplotment, 
argument, and ideology, but he sees these surface 
effects as prefigured by a deeper poetic, or 
“tropological” act constituting the field as an 
object of study. Drawing on neoclassical rhetoric 
(Vico, Nietzsche, and especially Kenneth Burke), 
White suggests that a master trope (metaphor, 
metonym, synecdoche, irony) influences selection 
of what constitutes a relevant event before research 
begins. A lack of critical self-consciousness enables 
historians to claim they “discover” rather than 
invent coherent historical structures, but the verbal 
fictions they produce share more with literature 
than science. Given that events sustain multiple 
descriptions, readers can only prefer competing 
versions on moral and aesthetic, not objective 
historical grounds. 

WTiite’s subsequent work attempts to reimagine 
history outside the nineteenth-century categories 


he analyzed in Metahistory. In place of narrative 
realism. White has championed premodern forms 
(annals, chronicles) as well as histories embracing 
the techniques of literary modernism. White’s 
essays of the 1990s engage with critics who identify 
the relativism of his theories with the denial of the 
Holocaust. Drawing on Roland Barthes and 
Jacques Derrida, White proposes writing in the 
“middle voice” (a style that denies objective 
distance) as a modernist solution to the problems 
of representing “modernist events”; events which 
seem to set limits on what can be legitimately said 
about them. For White, the Holocaust is no less 
representable than other events, but only the 
practices of cultural modernism offer the pro¬ 
spect of de-fetishizing the inherited connection 
between narrative realism and truth. 
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ERIC SLAUTER 

white mythology 

A body of discourse which has produced and 
validated itself as logos (that is, as the expression/ 
manifestation of reason and truth) by erasing its 
indebtedness to mythos (that is, fictional or false 
narrative). The term, a metaphor borrowed from 
The Garden of Epicurus by Anatole France (1844— 
1924), became widely known when, in 1971, the 
French-Algerian philosopher Jacques Derrida 
(1930—) used it as the tide of his essay on 
metaphor in Margins of Philosophy (1982: 209- 
71). In The Garden of Epicurus, a short dialogue on 
the loss of the sensory origins of language, the 
metaphor is employed by one of the two speakers. 
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Polyphilos, to describe the work of metaphysics that 
he defines as the seience that situates itself beyond 
natural phenomena [Metaphysics). According to 
Polyphilos, metaphysical concepts produee them¬ 
selves in a gesture of double effacement. One as an 
effacement through metaphorization of the sensory 
image which lies at the origin of language, and the 
other, as the effacement of the process of 
metaphorization itself to the extent that the 
metaphor, resulting from the process, is taken for 
the proper meaning. For Polyphilos, metaphysics is 
the degrading passage from eoncrete to abstract, 
from sensible to intelligible, from nature to Truth, 
where “truth” is the attenuation of nature; nature 
rendered thin, bloodless, anemic in its forced 
elevation to the world of ideas. This is precisely 
why Polyphilos perceives metaphysics as a lan¬ 
guage (a symbolic language/mythology) “bled 
white.” In his view, metaphysics is produced at the 
expense of a loss of the natural in the artifice that 
every abstraction is; what is more, the loss of any 
awareness of itself as an artifice since it erases aU 
memory of the figuration that enables idealization. 
It is this loss that guarantees the surplus value 
metaphysics has always enjoyed (in other words, its 
claims to diachronicity and universality), a surplus 
which, according to Polyphilos, remains super¬ 
fluous for it is added to an empty, drained 
“corps(e).” 

If for Polyphilos “white mythology” is the 
symptom of an ailing body (metaphysics) which 
needs to be restored to its original, natural 
condition (hence his persistent attempt at retrieving 
the sensuous image behind the metaphysical 
concept), for Derrida “white mythology” it is the 
figure of a “restricted economy,” an economy 
seeking to conserve aU stakes by turning any loss 
(that is, the loss of the natural object and figuration) 
into profit (the surplus value of philosophy). In 
contrast to Polyphilos, what interests Derrida is not 
loss itself, but the force within this economy which 
converts loss into expenditure, that is, a useless loss, 
an unrecoverable negativity. For Derrida, the 
mythic/metaphoric scene constituting philoso¬ 
phy is not lost albeit erased. What remains 
inscribed on the body of philosophy in white (and 
thus, invisible) ink, setting off a movement 
(metaphor as metaphoricily) that opens its restricted 
economy to play, transforming it into what the 


philosopher calls a “general economy,” an econ¬ 
omy without reserve. 

In his discussion of “white mythology” as the 
term(inus) of an economy (epitomized in the 
Hegelian Aujhehwfi^ that seeks to (p)reserve itself 
through the denial, interiorization, and dialectici- 
zation of what threatens it with an irrevocable loss, 
Derrida emphasizes that it needs to be perceived as 
specific to the culture of the West. In doing so, 
Derrida translates “white mythology” as the 
mythology of the “white man” which strives to 
impose and legitimize itself as universal. It is in 
this sense that Robert Young uses the term in White 
Mytholo^es: Writing History and the West (1990). Young 
sees the convergence in a critique of Western bgos 
with the critique of colonialism, (exemplified in the 
work of Derrida), as characteristic of the post¬ 
modern gesture. In his view, it demonstrates the 
increasing self-awareness of the West concerning its 
own historical relativity, and its desire to find 
alternative ways of relating to what puts its self- 
consistency at stake, be it metaphor, as the 
movement of logos outside itself, or the in¬ 
comprehensible irreducible other. 

See also: logocentrism; postmodernity 
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Winquist, Charles 

b. 11 June 1944, Toledo, Ohio, USA 
Theologian 

Charles Winquist is a secular theologian whose 
constructive work elaborates transcendental strate¬ 
gies (dialeetical triangulation, tropology) to pres¬ 
sure empty or totalitarian discourses, fissuring them 
in order to intensify them. Formulations of 
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extremity, overdeterminations, the break between 
the signifier and the signified all witness the radical 
alterity of the other in and of language and, thus, 
endow meanings with meaningfulness. Theology’s 
serious desire for the other no longer offers 
transcendence, but it offers the transcendental 
experience of thinking this serious desire for the 
infinite on the finite terms of a trivial, secular 
world, where the pathos of life concurs with the 
love of thinking, and the life of thinking is 
indistinguishable from the subject who thinks. 

NOELLE VAHANIAN 

Wittgenstein, Ludwig Josef 
Johann 

b. 26 April 1889, Vienna, Anstria; d. 29 
April 1951, Cambridge, England 

Philosopher of language, logic, and 
mathematics 

In 1921, Wittgenstein published his single slim 
treatise, which was translated into English the 
following year as Tractaius Logico-philosophicus. Since 
his death, many volumes have appeared, beginning 
in 1953 with his unfinished magnxun opus, the 
Philosophical Investigations. Wittgenstein’s books con¬ 
sist of scattered “remarks,” grouped together 
according to various principles by Wittgenstein 
himself, or by his editors. The relationship between 
the Tractatus and the Investigations is a subject of 
dispute. 

The heart of Wittgenstein’s enterprise is the 
attempt to understand how meaning is made 
determinate. In philosophy this is called the 
problem of “intentionality”: what is it for a word or 
a thought to have (a particular) reference or 
meaning? In his early notebooks, Wittgenstein 
flirts with the notion that meaning might be 
determinate only relative to a particular context. 
He rejects that view in the Tractatus, arguing there 
that meaning must be definite and accounting for 
its definiteness in terms of a theory about how 
language, through its (Logical) structure, “pictures” 
the “facts” that make up the world. This 
Tractarian view exerted influence on members of 
the Vieima Circle, whose view, known as “logical 


positivism,” took Wittgenstein’s distinction - be¬ 
tween propositions that represented facts truly or 
falsely (and so made sense) and “nonsense” 
language - to imply a sharp division between the 
meaningful propositions of science and the empty 
prattle of ethical and religious talk. Their “verifica¬ 
tion principle,” however, was eventually seen to fail 
its own test, and Wittgenstein later claimed that he 
had suggested thinking about how a proposition 
might be verified only as one possible means of 
locating meaning. Though the Tractatus distin¬ 
guishes what can be “said” (and so makes sense) 
from what can only be “shown” (and so asserts 
nothing), Wittgenstein’s conviction (in contrast to 
the logical positivists’ view) is that what can only be 
shown has an inarticulable (mystical) significance. 

Wittgenstein came to doubt the central idea of 
the Tractatus — that language pictures reality - and 
his later work searches for another understanding 
of intentionality. In the Investigations, the power of 
language and thought to mean is analyzed in terms 
of “language games” and “forms of life.” This 
analysis has usually been taken as suggesting that 
our ability to mean something, and so our ability to 
think, depends in the end on patterns of linguistic 
behavior in ongoing speech communities. Some 
have understood this in behavioristic terms, while 
others have seen it as reinforcing the inescapability 
of interpretation (hermeneutics). It has also been 
considered the chief source of the popular 
“externalist” conception of mind, whichjohn Heil 
has called "the philosophical contribution of the 
latter half of tire twentieth century.” 

In the 1950s and 1960s, Wittgenstein’s later 
work helped inspire “ordinary language” philoso¬ 
phy which undertook to “dissolve” philosophical 
puzzles by suggesting that they arise from a 
“misuse” of concepts on which they depend for 
their meaning. After this vogue passed, Wittgen¬ 
stein was annexed to pragmatism, phenomenology', 
and other philosophical views. Later interpreta¬ 
tions include Saul Kripke’s much-discussed ac¬ 
count, which presents Wittgenstein as posing a 
sceptical challenge. Thomas Nagel has reinter¬ 
preted the argument of the Investigations as a kind of 
reductio ad absurdum, aimed at showing how any 
attempt to reduce meaning or intentionahty to 
natural processes must fail. (Wittgenstein’s position 
in the Investigations can thus be viewed as an 
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extension of the Tractatus’s point about what can be 
shown but not said.) 

Wittgenstein’s later work questions the idea, 
going back to Socrates, that when a word applies to 
different examples, these examples must share 
some eommon essence. His doctrine of “family 
resemblance” claims that examples may be linked 
to one another by diverse connections. “It has 
puzzled me why Socrates is regarded as a great 
philosopher,” Wittgenstein said. “Because when 
Socrates asks for the meaning of a word and people 
give him examples of how that word is used, he 
isn’t satisfied but wants a unique definition. Now if 
someone shows me how a word is used and its 
different meanings, that is just the sort of answer I 
want.” 

Postmodernism’s undermining of modernist 
enterprises aims to reveal that modernism’s 
critique of tradition was insufTiciently radical. 
Wittgenstein’s analysis of meaning in terms of the 
use of words in “language games” has helped to 
undermine Cartesian notions of first-person epis- 
temic priority. (This is the practical effect of 
Wittgenstein’s argument against “private lan¬ 
guage,” for example.) In this light, Wittgenstein’s 
work may seem helpful to postmodernism. On the 
other hand, the discovery that meaning cannot be 
based on some “inner” first-person authority may 
allow reassertion of the priority of the social over 
the individual, which is what modernism was 
originally attacking. If Wittgenstein’s work shows 
that the “game of doubting” presupposes our 
ordinary certainties, this may impose limits on 
postmodernist skepticism about practices which 
involve such notions as justification and authority. 
Then again, it can be viewed as friendly to 
postmodernism in its disavowal of essences. If 
Descartes was wrong to seek meaning in the mind, 
and Plato to understand meaning in terms of 
essences, then it becomes easier to view meaning as 
embodied (but not “grounded”) in ongoing and 
open-ended social transactions. This “pragmatist” 
slant on Wittgenstein suits a “postmodernist 
bourgeois liberal” hke Richard Rorty. 
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EDWARD JOHNSON 

women's studies 

The focus of this entry is the relationships among 
women’s studies, feminism(s) and postmodernism(s) 
(see feminism and postmodernism). Since 
other entries in this volume will give readers the 
histories of postmodernism, including the debates 
about its meanings (is it an aesthetic, political or 
economic term?), and struggles over defining 
postmodernism vis-a-vis historical periods, this 
entry wiU provide a reflection upon a historical 
collaboration/confrontation in the period 1980—95 
between women’s studies and postmodernism. 

Debates about postmodernism are inevitably 
intertwined with those about critical theory in the 
1970s and about culture studies in the 1990s, both 
of which impacted on women’s studies. One might 
argue that critical theory and poststructuralism 
paved the way for the cluster of concepts now 
gathered under the umbrella of “postmodernism,” 
since aU anticipated, or now involve, issues such as 
destabilizing the humanist subject, questioning 
totahzing narratives, and rejecting binary cate¬ 
gories in traditional western metaphysics and in 
modernism. Divisions and debates within aca- 
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demic feminisml's), which often implicitly echoed 
larger difTerences between the French and German 
critical theory concerns, are all arguably part of an 
ongoing, broader intellectual shift that academics 
were (and stiU are) responding to in the wake of the 
political, social and technological upheavals, argu¬ 
ably starting roughly in the 1960s. 

Viewed one way, given the modernist intellec¬ 
tual origins of feminist theory in Britain and North 
America, it is perhaps not surprising that many 
feminist scholars in these nations (especially some 
in history, philosophy and the social sciences) were 
a bit slow in engaging debates about postmodern¬ 
ism ongoing in male literary and art criticism at 
least since Jean-Fran^ois Lyotard’s pioneering The 
Postmodern Condition (translated in 1984) and Fredric 
Jameson’s influential (also 1984) essay on “Post¬ 
modernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capit¬ 
alism.” On the other hand, debates, when they 
emerged, centered on whether or not feminism had 
actually anticipated postmodernism in its critique of 
patriarchal culture (which is what Australian 
Meaghan Morris argues, as I note below). FIow- 
ever, at this point, yet others feared that post¬ 
modernism spelled the death knell of feminism. 
Meanwhile, Donna Haraway’s deliberately po¬ 
lemical 1985 essay, “A Cyborg Manifesto,” had a 
powerful influence because, without mentioning 
the term postmodernism, it alerted Marxists and 
socialist-feminists to the dramatic advances of 
science and technology (driven by military agencies 
for obvious reasons), which made archaic many 
formulations about the political subject and society 
that these groups had relied on. Haraway argued 
that the cultural, political and economic impact of 
such advances cried out for new feminist and left 
wing analysis. Flaraway’s and others’ resulting 
efforts have since been linked specifically to 
postmodern theory. Lyotard, Jameson and Har¬ 
away were each in their own ways concerned with 
the coUapse of totalizing narratives, with how 
French and American cultures might respond to 
the new era opened up by this coUapse, and with 
specifically political (if not explicitly Marxist) 
worries about new global capitalisms. 

It is important to note that feminist postmodern 
debates became mired in confusions resulting not 
only from the varied positions marked above, but 
also from the varying agendas of different aca¬ 


demic disciplines. In general much of the puzzle¬ 
ment and passionate, sometimes acrimonious, 
debates about postmodernism were due to critics 
not carefully distinguishing the specific terrain 
involved in any one scholar’s, journalist’s or policy 
maker’s voice. Postmodern literary and aesthetic 
theory is one thing; postmodernism as an abstract 
or materialist philosophical category another; 
postmodernism taken up by, or applied to, inter¬ 
national capitalism, or to a postmodern subject of 
psychoanalysis, yet different again. 

This entry will address postmodernism and 
women’s studies largely within the humanities, 
and focus on issues of aesthetics and subjectivity. 
The degree to which postmodern destabilizing of 
established social and academic categories and 
boundaries - its decentering of patriarchal, hetero¬ 
sexual positions; its challenge to foundational 
paradigms like psychoanalysis or Marxism; or its 
problematizing of history as an orderly, chron¬ 
ological process - was appreciated, very much 
depended on what discipline a scholar was doing 
research in. Women’s studies historians, political 
philosophers or social or hard scientists took a far 
more skeptical view of postmodern theory than 
did, for example, some media or cultural studies 
scholars, or other scholars in the Romance 
Languages, especially those in French Studies. 

Let us now briefly review the broad outlines of 
two main women’s studies positions vis-a-vis post¬ 
modernism noted above, as they impacted on 
debates about the subject and aesthetics: 

Feminism as always already postmodern/ 
postmodernism as solution to feminist 
dilemmas 

It seems to me right, as Australian Meaghan 
Morris argued in 1988, and as minority feminists 
like beU hooks and Gloria Anzaldua have also 
argued, that feminists and minorities had already 
implicitly (and of necessity) been living and 
practicing postmodern modes that became influ¬ 
ential only once articulated by male scholars, like 
Lyotard, Foucault, Deleuze/Guattari, Jame¬ 
son, or Baudrillard. This is not to deny the 
influence of these and other male theorists on 
subsequent (especially USA) feminist research. But 
it is to note the blindness of white male scholars to 
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incipient postmodern concerns of much feminist 
and minority discourse, despite the absence of 
articles explicitly titled “Feminism and Postmo¬ 
dernism” before 1987. In their 1984 volume, This 
Bridge Called My Back: Writings By Radical Women of 
Color, Gloria Anzaldua and Cherrie Moraga 
gathered essays by minority women as “subjects 
in between.” In 1987, in her Borderlands/La Fronkra: 
The New Mestiza, Anzaldua formulated the concept 
of “borderlands,” and in her “La Conciencia de la 
Mestiza” (1993), she evoked in a compelling and 
poetic manner the decentered, hybrid female 
subject in-between Mexico and the USA, in- 
between cultures, languages, bodily ways of being. 
In 1988, in her The Pirate’s Fiancee, Meaghan Morris 
noted an apparent “continued, repeated, basic 
exclusion of women’s work from a highly invested 
field of intellectual and political endeavour” (1988; 
12). In her 1990 Yearning: Race, Gender and Cultural 
Politics, bell hooks argued both that lived experi¬ 
ence for blacks was already “postmodern” in being 
decentred, marginalized, excluded from the tota¬ 
lizing narratives, and that postmodern theory’s 
critique of essentialism could empower African 
Americans “to recognize multiple experiences of 
black identity that are the lived conditions which 
make diverse cultural productions possible” (1990: 
29). The debates within Women’s Studies outlined 
below were partly a result of some women 
understanding their hybrid identities as inevitable, 
and partly from interest on the part of other 
feminists in post-structuralist theories which largely 
originated in France in the 1970s, and in which 
French feminists figured importantly. 

Concerns about gender bias in language and 
representation took a postmodern turn early on in 
French female writing. Helene Cixous’s “The 
Laugh of the Medusa” (translated in 1981) is 
perhaps the best example of a postmodern 
aesthetics in which ordinary categories of the body 
and of language, of the phallic order and of 
patriarchy are destabilized, critiqued and moved 
beyond through the materiality of language. JuHa 
Kristeva’s Desire in Language (translated in 1980) 
influenced much feminist research internationally. 
Her semiotic chora (by which she meant the 
pre-oedipal terrain of knowing before patriarchal 
language ordered the body and constrained the 
subject in binaries), extended Freud’s categories 


beyond modernist modes. Kristeva also reworks 
Mikliail Bakhtin’s carnivalesque “where discourse 
attains its ‘potential infinity’... where prohibitions 
(representation, ‘monologism’) and their transgres¬ 
sion (dream, body, ‘dialogism’) coexist’ ” (1980: 79). 
In America, Alice Jardine and Rosi Braidotti both 
claimed that postmodern theory may be indebted 
to feminism in terms of its epistemological break. 

In my Postmodernism and Its Discontents: Theories, 
Practices (Kaplan 1988), I termed these kinds of 
formulation a feminist “utopian” postmodernism 
because of the visionary quality of the discourse: 
i.e. the absence of attention to repressive social 
forms and institutions, to class and race as 
categories that divide women and that prevent 
many women from even imagining the Hberatory 
world Cixous and Kristeva were depicting. This 
kind of postmodernism was central to some 1980s 
strands of feminisms that theorized texts which 
radically decentered the subject, and which envi¬ 
sioned a series of different spectator positions that 
the fluid subject could occupy. Feminists focused on 
texts where discourses were not hierarchically 
ordered, and where rigid binary oppositions were 
abandoned. Among American scholars and fem¬ 
inists who appreciated such discourses at one time 
or another are Alice Jardine, Barbara Johnson and 
Susan Suleiman (all in French and comparative 
studies). It was through the pubheations of these 
authors, together with translations from French 
feminists, that “utopian” postmodernism entered 
women’s studies in the American university. 

Some cultural studies feminists, myself included, 
influenced by Fredric Jameson’s initiatives, focused 
on the politics of postmodernism through attention 
to its aesthetics. We began to introduce women’s 
studies courses (usually in English or French 
departments) aimed at distinguishing modernist 
from postmodern aesthetic strategies. I thought it 
useful to explore links between postmodern 
aesthetic strategies and feminism in a form with 
obvious postmodern characteristics, for example 
MTV At the time, I considered film as still a 
modernist apparatus. I viewed MTV as increas¬ 
ingly an instance of a “co-opted” or “commercial” 
postmodernism in which parody, satire, and 
repetition predominated, and which rendered 
critical feminist positions of the modernist kind 
aU but impossible. While parody or pastiche and 
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repetition cotdd be utilized for progressive ends (as 
in Judith Butler’s notion of performativity, as 
practiced, perhaps, in vogue dancing), it more 
often was used commercially to exclude critique. 
Postmodernism, I argued, cut both ways: it had the 
potential both for subversion and transgression of 
dominant norms, and for co-optation back into 
those norms. Important work from a similar 
conceptual basis but now focussing explicitly on 
the body as “postmodern” - in its new plasticity 
and malleability made possible by new cosmetic 
and other body technologies - was developed by 
scholars like Susan Bordo. The address to women 
through ads depicting the ideal female body built 
upon earlier feminist research on Hollywood 
cinema. 

Meanwhile, in 1987 in her Screen essay, “From 
Here to Modernity: Feminism and Postmodern¬ 
ism,” Australian Barbara Creed, relying on French 
feminist efforts to redefine the subject, showed how 
Hollywood films can, in some instances, reveal 
interesting postmodern issues. Taking up Alice 
Jardine’s French feminist notion (developed in her 
1985 book, Gynesis: Corifigurations of Woman and 
Modernify) that “the ‘feminine’ signifies, not woman 
herself, but those ‘spaces’ which could be said to 
conceptualize the master narrative’s own ‘non- 
knowledge,’” Creed turns to the sci-fi horror film 
to explore how the body of woman is being used to 
investigate new possibilities for the body as a site of 
resistance and also to reveal the postmodern 
uncertainties about the future. Creed keeps the 
tension between “feminism” and “postmodern¬ 
ism” so as to avoid creating yet one more totalizing 
theory, be it that of either of these terms. She 
suggests feminists follow Lyotard’s recommenda¬ 
tion to favor the “short narratives” which “the 
master discourses have attempted to suppress in 
order to validate their own positions” (Creed 1987: 
67). That area over which the narrative has lost 
control is the unknown, the terrifying, the mon¬ 
strous: everything which is not held in place by 
concepts such as Man, Truth, Meaning. 

We can see an interesting re-valuing of a female 
absence first articulated by both Claire Johnston 
and Laura Mulvey within modernist theoretical 
frames: whereas the modernist deplores the 
absence of woman in patriarchal signifying prac¬ 
tices, the postmodern feminist sees a potential in 


the very “spaces” that the master’s narrative does 
not consciously recognize but that reveal them¬ 
selves where the narrative loses control. Woman is 
present, then, in male narratives, albeit indirectly. 

Postmodernism as the death-knell of feminism 

I have argued first that some feminists, ineluding 
minority men and women were “postmodern” 
avant la letlre, and second that select academic 
feminists saw potential in postmodern theories for 
liberatory spaces for the female subject, especially 
in writing and representation. But this “postmo¬ 
dern” feminism was also heavily contested in 
women’s studies scholarship, and other feminists, 
like Seyla Benhabib and Nancy Fraser (in Feminist 
Contentions (1995)) and Linda Nicholson in her work 
with Nancy Fraser argued for the resisting 
modernist tradition as the one which best served 
women’s agendas. While debates raged, lacking 
was awareness of how disciplinary training and foci 
influenced feminist scholars leaning or not toward 
these largely French feminist postmodern theories, 
or even knowing about and reading them. The 
three main disciplines where the theories were first 
debated were film studies, literary studies, and 
philosophy. 

Relations between postmodernism and Marxism 
are taken up elsewhere in this volume, but some 
feminists, who had seen themselves as Marxist 
feminists (for example, Claire Johnston or Laura 
Mulvey in the UK; Connie Penley or myself in the 
USA), were drawn to the neo-Marxist positions, 
including those of Louis Althusser or, a bit later, 
of Ghantal Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau. The 
attraction to some feminists of Althusser’s revisio¬ 
nist Marxism was its clear sense of the influence of 
the world of the “Imaginary” (in Jacques Lacan’s 
sense) on any subject’s political understandings. 
While Marx had theorized ideology and distin¬ 
guished between base and superstructure, he pre¬ 
dated Freud and did not, like Althusser, have the 
benefit of a Lacanian re-reading of Freud. 
Introducing Lacan’s Imaginary into the pohtical 
equation allowed feminists to build on Althusser 
and to think through impheations for gender 
difference of the subject’s being “interpellated” as 
a Subject, as Althusser argued she was. Meanwhile, 
Laclau and Mouffe challenged Marx’s totalizing 
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narrative about class and revolution in theorizing 
spontaneous, decentered and local political resis¬ 
tances in which certain confrontations to the 
dominant repressive political regime could be 
successfully engineered. Feminists turned these 
theories to good aecount in relation to specifically 
female needs and demands that could be locally 
organized against local oppressive politics and 
social practices. 

On the heels of such developments, in the mid- 
1980s, women’s studies in film became enmeshed 
in what were known as debates about essentialism, 
but within which there was much miscommunica- 
tion. Tension rose about the degree to which, 
within postmodern anti-essentialist positions, wo¬ 
men could have agency. Debates ensued between 
so-called essentiahzing and non-essentializing fem¬ 
inist film theorists. These terms refer to a difference 
between scholars supposedly taking femininity or 
female social roles as “given,” and charting the 
various fates of women in society and in filmic 
texts; and those challenging the very category of 
any “feminine,” seeking to discover how categories 
such as “male” and “female” came into being in 
the first place, and then were made to function in 
film. Emerging postmodern theories of subjectivity 
as produced discursively rather than socially or 
biologically - a logical development of engaging 
with French post-structuralist positions - conflicted 
with feminist scholars interested in historical, 
sociological and class-based perspectives. While 
essentialist feminists focused on how social relations 
and sexual stereotypes are internalized, for anti- 
essentialists Lacan’s symbolic is the very ground for 
sanity and any social order. Teresa Brennan argues 
persuasively for a productive tension between 
psychical and social realities, rather than reducing 
psychical reality to the social one. 

Teresa de Lauretis finally pointed out that rigid 
bifurcation of views was a red herring. In her essay 
“Strategies of Coherence: Narrative, Cinema, 
Feminist Poetics: Yvonne Rainer,” De Lauretis 
charted a line between claiming something defini¬ 
tive about sexual identification on the part of actual 
spectators, as some feminists reacting to poststruc¬ 
turalist theories were inclined to do, and being 
satisfied with analysis of forms of enunciation and 
the so-called “hypothetical” spectator psychoana¬ 
lytic feminist film theorists claimed was the only 


possible position. I believe De Lauretis’s interven¬ 
tion did much to quell antagonisms within 
positions in feminist film research. 

Implicit in this kind of debate is tension befiveen 
the desire for women to become fuUy “human” 
subjects, in the sense of the Enlightenment 
insistence on white male sovereignty - the right 
of Civil Liberties vis-d-vis the State and the Nation 
- and awareness of the specifically white rmle 
assumption vis-d-vis this “subject.” As literary 
scholar Mary Poovey put it, “Gender functions as 
the bedrock of the humanist juridical subject... 
because an orderly system of gender differences 
seems to be the basis of our cultural systems of 
meaning and, therefore, of the very notions of 
coherence and continuity” (1988: 47). But insisting 
on bringing women into this humanist subject 
position in one sense (making changes vis-d-vis 
voting rights, and other civil liberties) does not 
undo the dependence of the humanist subject 
category and the laws that uphold it “upon a 
binary and differential organization of gender (and 
within gender, upon such differential determinants 
as race)...” (1988: 48). Women are stiU if 
differently excluded from the humanist subject 
position “and (as a group) made the guardians of 
the entire cultural order” (1988: 48). 

In the late 1980s, feminist philosophers, espe¬ 
cially the political philosophers among them, like 
Seyla Benhabib, Nancy Fraser and Linda Nichol¬ 
son, began to worry about the political implications 
of feminist interest in postmodernism. In the work 
noted already, Benhabib exemplifies those who saw 
in postmodernism the death-kneU of feminism. In a 
carefully argued essay, for example, Benhabib 
(following Jane Flax) examines the three “deaths” 
that (male) postmodernists had subscribed to, 
namely those of the deaths of Man, of history 
and of metaphysics. Benhabib recognizes the 
attraction for some feminists of these “deaths,” 
but goes on to argue that “each of the three theses 
enumerated above can be interpreted to permit if 
not contradictory then at least radically divergent 
theoretical strategies” (1995: 20). She argues that 
“The postmodernist position(s) thought through to 
their conclusions may eliminate not only the 
specificity of feminist theory but place in question 
the very emancipatory ideals of the women’s 
movements altogether” (1995: 20). In each of the 
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three “deaths” enumerated, Benhabib shows that 
while the “weak” version of the thesis might be 
compatible with feminism as she understands it, 
the “strong” version would not. In regards to the 
“death of the subject,” she says, “I want to ask how 
in fact the very project of female emancipation 
would even be thinkable without such a regulative 
principle of agency, autonomy, and selfhood?” 
(1995: 21). Benhabib concludes by doubting that 
“as feminists we can adopt postmodernism as a 
theoretical ally. Social criticism without philosophy 
is not possible, and without social criticism the 
project of feminist theory, which is at once 
committed to knowledge and to the emancipatory 
interests of women is inconceivable” (1995: 25). 

At the other extreme, Judith Butler (also a 
philosopher), embraced certain postmodernist the¬ 
ories (at this point especially those of Michel 
Foucault) because they could contribute to better 
understanding of how heterosexuality had become 
insisted upon in dominant cultures, and to 
destabilizing such fixed sexual categories. In her 
influential volume. Gender Trouble, Butler argued 
that “there is no gender identity behind the 
expressions of gender; that identity is performa- 
tively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are 
said to be its results” (1990: 25). The constant need 
to repeat heterosexual norms, obsessively, attests to 
the instabihty of these norms, to the danger of their 
collapsing. For Benhabib, Butler’s views amount to 
“a vision of the self as a masquerading performer, 
except of course we are now asked to believe that 
there is no self behind the mask” (1995: 22) It 
reduces female agency “to a ‘doing without the 
doer,’” and appears to Benhabib “to be making a 
virtue out of necessity” (1995: 22). 

Buder’s spirited somewhat Foucauldian response 
in Feminist Contentions tackles the basic problem of 
what she calls the “conceptual mastery” which 
“groups together a set of positions under the 
postmodern, that makes the postmodern into an 
epoch or conceptual whole” and ends up enacting 
“a certain self-congratulatory ruse of power” 
(1995: 38). What she means by this is that “to 
establish a set of norms that are beyond power or 
force is itself a powerful and forceful conceptual 
practice that sublimates, disguises, and extends its 
own power play through recourse to tropes of 
universality” (39). In the closely argued passages 


that follow, Buder contests not only the notion that 
the constituted subject is devoid of agency, but 
rather that its constituted nature is the precondi¬ 
tion of its agency (46-7). She further points out that 
framing the debate in terms of “subjects who claim 
to know and theorize under the sign of the 
postmodern pitted against other subjects who 
claim to know and theorize under the sign of the 
modern” ignores the exclusionary procedures that 
establish the theorizing subject in the first place 
(41). 

Nancy Fraser and Linda Nicholson agree with 
some of Benhabib’s positions but offer a more 
moderated accommodation with postmodern-fem¬ 
inism in their carefully argued essay, which first 
appeared in 1988. Their critique of Jean-Frangois 
Lyotard’s insistence that “the field of the social is 
heterogeneous and nontotalizable,” shows that 
such a view “rules out the sort of critical social 
theory which employs general categories like 
gender, race and class” (Fraser and Nicholson 
1990: 24). Their objection to the limitation of social 
critique to the “strictly local, ad hoc, and amehora- 
tive” supposes “a political diagnosis according to 
which there are no large-scale, systemic problems 
which resist local, ad hoc, ameliorative initiatives” 
(1990: 25). Fraser and Nicholson honor the ways in 
which feminist critique of modernist foundational- 
ist epistemologies predated postmodern male 
discourses, and points to the different reasons for 
the critique: male scholars were concerned about 
the status of philosophy; feminists were lead to the 
critique “by the demands of political practice” 
(1990: 26). After exploring feminist political 
practices in the 1980s, Fraser and Nicholson argue 
for a postmodern-feminist theory that “would be 
pragmatic and faUibilistic... This theory would 
look more like a tapestry composed of threads of 
many different hues than one woven in a single 
color” (1990: 35). 

In a way, the critiques from political philoso¬ 
phers balanced the utopian feminist views, largely 
engaged in by literary and media scholars, 
discussed above, without negating the importance 
of the level on which the latter function. We see 
here the different orientations between feminists 
interested in the terrain of gender, the body and 
psychoanalysis, and those concerned explicitly with 
the terrain of gender, the constitution of the 
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subject, and social change. More recendy, women 
in international studies and postcolonialism have 
entered debates about postmodernism and femin¬ 
ism. Jane Parpart and Marianne Marchand, in 
their 1995 Femnism/Postmodernism/Developrmnt, use¬ 
fully review debates in anthropology and women 
studying development over whether or not post¬ 
modernism has anything to offer women of color 
marginalized in the Third World or the North. 
Studies of postmodernism and social change are 
crucial to ongoing feminist research as we move in 
the near millennium to new conjunctures to do 
with postcolonialism, race, and ethnicity; with gay/ 
lesbian issues; and with addressing the power of 
science and technology. 

Postmodernism and science/technology 

As these brief and incomplete references to some 
debates within feminisms in the Academy show, 
there is littie consensus regarding relations between 
postmodern theories and feminist theories. Differ¬ 
ences that emerge have a great deal to do with the 
disciplinary training and context of the scholars 
debating each other. However, for the most part, 
feminists have come together in being concerned 
about largely white male theories circulating in the 
mid-1980s that envisioned drastic, apocalyptic 
transformations of the world through new digital 
and other technologies. In such visions, first widely 
promoted by French sociologist Jean BaudriUard, 
social modes of relating, the family, work, en¬ 
tertainment; politics; economics, everything, in 
short, will be altered in dramatic and perhaps, 
for some, strangely attractive and thrilling ways. 

In 1988, I named this kind of apocalyptic 
theorizing (popularized in the USA by Canadian 
Arthur Kroker and Da\dd Cook (1985)) a dystopic 
postmodernism that I linked to a commercial, co¬ 
opted, and capitalist postmodernism (Kaplan 1988: 
4—5). I did not see much use in these theories for 
feminists because aU categories such as gender, 
class and race were evacuated by the projection of 
drastic transformation of life on earth as we know it 
to a world of nothing but simulation and ecstatic 
communication. It seemed that white males were 
the ones who found these ideas exciting. However, 
I did see a need to explore the commercial 
postmodernism evident in much popular culture 


but especially in music television (see my 1987 
Rocking Around the Clock: Music Television, Postmodern¬ 
ism and Consumer Culture). The elements in post¬ 
modern popular culture that may be liberating for 
women are important, I argued, but often super¬ 
ficial. Women should be invested in moving culture 
beyond dysfunctional gender polarities, but a 
superficial, easy collapsing of prior rigid gender 
constructs is not enough. 

At this point, I had not yet fuUy integrated the 
contributions of Donna Haraway and other 
pioneering “science studies” feminists like Evelyn 
Fox Keller and Sandra Harding In concluding, let 
me just focus briefly on Haraway’s 1985 contribu¬ 
tion to a different kind of postmodern-feminism, 
that is postmodernism as a resisting feminist 
category that deals with many of the same issues 
as BaudriUard, Kroker and Cook in their apoc¬ 
alyptic fantasies, only Haraway has her feet on the 
ground. 

Donna Haraway’s move was first evident in her 
ground breaking essay, “A Cyborg Manifesto,” first 
published in 1985, written before white male 
theorists began circulating theories of postmodern¬ 
ism widely and she has continued to develop this 
move in profoundly useful ways in her subsequent 
formulations of the concept of “situated knowl¬ 
edges” and of the immune system in her 1991 
volume Simians, Cyborgs and Women. In her pioneer¬ 
ing essay, Haraway argued for “pleasure in the 
confusion of boundaries and for responsibility in 
their construction.” It was this apparendy contra¬ 
dictory formulation that broke through the mod¬ 
ern/postmodern binary to argue that feminists 
needed at once to enjoy moving beyond boundaries and take 
responsibility for constructing boundaries. The formula¬ 
tion avoids the terror of a BaudrUlardian nightmare 
of apocalyptic chaos where simulation is aU there is 
while honoring the fact that feminists should create 
the categories and boimdaries they need. Haraway 
also insisted that feminists interested in political 
change take the time to comprehend scientific and 
technological projects that are impacting on our 
lives, our environment, the planet earth’s future; 
and that they fuUy understand the limitations of the 
old socialist, neo-Marxist frameworks many stiU 
adhered to. As Haraway puts it: “My cyborg myth 
is about transgressed boundaries, potent fusions, 
and dangerous possibilities which progressive 
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people might explore as one part of needed 
political work” (1998). She argues for the urgent 
need for unity among people trying to resist 
worldwide intensification of domination. Like 
Judith Buder, Haraway agrees that “there is not 
even such a state as “being” female, itself a highly 
complex category constructed in contested sexual 
scientific discourses and other social practices. 
Gender, race, or class consciousness is an achieve¬ 
ment forced on us by the terrible historical 
experience of the contradictory social reahties of 
patriarchy, colonialism, racism and capitalism” 
(1998). Haraway concludes by agreeing with 
postmodernists that dualisms persistent in western 
traditions have produced the domination of 
women, people of color, nature, workers and 
animals. She argues that “High-tech culture 
challenges these dualisms in intriguing ways. It is 
not clear who makes and who is made in the 
relation between human and machine. It is not 
clear what is mind and what is body in machines 
that resolve into coding practices” (1998). For 
Haraway “cyborg imagery can suggest a way out of 
the maze of dualisms in which we have explained 
our bodies and our tools to ourselves... It means 
both building and destroying machines, identities, 
categories, relationships, spaces, stories” (1998). 
Haraway advises feminists to delve down into the 
“belly of the monster” in order to resist from within 
that belly. 

In her “Manifesto,” then, Haraway brings 
together the insights of critical theory, postmodern¬ 
ism, cultural studies, feminisms, postcoloniahsm 
and the research of women of color. Her essay was 
a wake-up call to socialist feminists, but also to 
“utopian” textual feminists who had generalized 
about fluid subjectivities, the challenge to the male 
humanist subject, and called for ending oppressive 
binaries of western metaphysics, Muthout recogniz¬ 
ing their own implicit white privileged position 
from which much of postmodernism spoke. Har¬ 
away uses the work of women of color to develop 
her complex theories of how feminists must be 
postmodernist in her gready expanded and illumi¬ 
nating sense. With women of color, Haraway 
opened up the space for a feminist-postmodernism 
to grow into postcolonial studies, address issues of 
race, ethnicity and gay/lesbian concerns while also 
refusing to turn away from the often terrifying 


military, scientific and corporate technological 
pursuits. 

Questions for the future: something in 
between? 

In 1988, I saw the postmodern as representing a 
cultural “break” in the sense of Foucault’s episteme 
or Thomas Kuhn’s paradigms, but did not name 
what might follow it. I now see postmodernism as 
transitional between modernism and something 
one might call the “cyberage.” I am aware that 
formulating things in this manner apparently buys 
into the very teleological schema that postmodern¬ 
ism is said to have rendered illusory. In fact, I am 
trying to develop a schema that allows for positing 
chronological and historical demarcation as a 
“strategic” operation, rather than as a teleological 
one, much as feminists used a “strategic” essenti- 
alism to pre-empt the problem of voiding sub¬ 
jectivity and identity as viable categories. One 
constructs provisional identities and provisional 
historical periods or breaks for the time being. This 
enables one to work from what can be seen from 
where one stands, without pretending to know how 
things look from another position, or from a 
different historical moment. 

The current global multinational postcolonial 
finance conjuncture has comphcated and shaken 
up prior Marxist concepts of race, class and 
gender; it has also made livable my sense of new 
kinds of subjectivities the conjuncture has pro¬ 
duced. That is, I believe old totalizing narratives 
have been destabilized - which is not to say that 
they do not keep rearing their heads or are not stiU 
available to a Christian Right or a moral majority - 
and that this opens up possibilities for resistance. I 
also accept that, in this era, humans — produced as 
destabilized identities - experience flexible, fluid, 
and multiple subjectivities, but that this need not be 
as dangerous to women or minorities as I some¬ 
times thought. Briefly, while these fluid subjectiv¬ 
ities may serve multinational corporate capitalism 
and the new regime of the market replacing nation, 
they may also provide us with ways to resist that 
very regime. Postcolonial studies, fired by the 
Jameson/Ahmed debates, is where many Marxists 
and socialist feminists now find their space for 
confronting what’s happened to “nation” in the era 
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of the “market” as major signifier. But before we 
can resist, we have to clearly understand the 
subjectivities being produced. I am persuaded by 
Judith Butier’s argument that constituted subjects, 
just because they are constituted, provide the 
spaces for resistance and political change. 

It is this very understanding that a “postmo¬ 
dern” women’s studies can bring about, both 
within and beyond academia. For, as a result of 
all the debates and differences oudined here 
amongst feminists and scholars in women’s studies, 
it appears that women within and beyond 
academia have finally come to listen to one 
another, to post questions and challenges to each 
other, so that together we can move forward with 
agency even if with inevitable postmodern un¬ 
certainty as to where exactly we are going. 

References 

Benhabib, Seyla, Butler, Judith, Cornell, DruciUa 
and Fraser, Nancy (eds) (1995) Feminist Contentions, 
New York and London: Roudedge. 

Buder, J. (1990) Gender Trouble: Feminism and the 
Subversion of Identity, New York: Roudedge. 

Creed, Barbara (1987) “From Here to Modernity; 
Feminism and Postmodernism,” Screen 28(2): 
47-68. 

Fraser, Nancy, and Nicholson, Linda (1990) “Social 
Criticism with Philosophy: An Encounter Be¬ 
tween Feminism and Postmodernism,” in Linda 
Nicholson (ed.). Feminism/Postmodernism, New 
York: Roudedge. 

Haraway Donna (1998) “A Cyborg Manifesto,” in 
R.C. Davis and R. Schleifer (eds). Contemporary 
Literary Criticism, New York; Addison Wesley 
Longman. 

hooks, beU (1990) “Postmodern Blackness,” in 
Teaming: Race, Gender and Cultural Politics, Boston: 
South End Press, 23-31. 

Kaplan, E. Ann (1988) “Introduction,” and 
“Feminism/Oedipus/Postmodernism: The Case 
of MT\(” in E. Ann Kaplan (ed.) Postmodernism 
and Its Discontents: Theories, Practices, London: 
Verso, 1-9; 30-43. 

Kristeva, Julia (1980) Desire in Language: A Semiotic 
Approach to Literature and Art, ed. Leon S. Roudiez, 
trans. Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine, and Leon S. 
Roudiez, New York: Columbia University Press. 


Morris, Meaghan (1988) “Introduction,” The 
Pirate’s Fiancee: Feminism Reading Postmodernism, 
London and New York: Verso, 1-23. 

Poovey Mary (1988) Uneven Developments: The 
Ideological Work of Gender in Mid-Victorian England, 
Chicago; University of Chicago Press. 

Further reading 

Anzaldua, Gloria (1987) Borderlands/La Frontera: The 
New Mestiza, San Francisco: Aunt Lute. 

- (1993) “La Conciencia de la Mestiza: 

Towards a New Consciousness,” in Linda S. 
Kauffman (ed.), American Feminist Thought at the 
Century’s End, Cambridge: Blackwell, 427-40. 

Bordo, Susan (1993) ‘“Material Girl’: The Efface- 
ments of Postmodern Culture,” in Susan Bordo, 
Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture and the 
Body, Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 245-76. 

Braidotti, Rosi (1994) Nomadic Subjects: Embodiment 
and Sexual Difference in Contemporary Feminist Theory, 
New York: Columbia University Press. 

Brennan, Teresa (1989) “Introduction,” in Teresa 
Brennan (ed.). Between Feminism and Psychoanalysis, 
London and New York: Roudedge, 1-24. 

De Lauretis, Teresa (1987) “Strategies of Coherence: 
Narrative, Cinema, Feminist Poetics; Yvonne 
Rainer,” in Teresa De Lauretis (ed.). Technologies 
of Gender: Essays in Theory, films and Fiction, 
Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 124. 

- (1994) “The Essence of the Triangle: Or 

Taking the Risk of Essentialism Seriously: 
Feminist Theory in Italy, the US and Britain,” 
in Naomi Schor and Elizabeth Weed (eds). The 
Essential Difference, Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press. 

Flax, Jane (1991) Thinking Fragments: Pychoanalysis, 
Feminism, and Postmodernism in the Contemporary West, 
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 

Hekman, Susan (1991) “Reconstituting the subject: 
Feminism, Modernism, and Postmodernism,” 
Hypatia 6(2): 44—63. 

hooks, beU (1992) Black Looks: Race and Representation, 
Boston: South End Press. 

Jardine, Alice (1985) Gynesis: Corfigurations of Woman 
and Modernity, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press. 

Kaplan, E. Ann (1986) “Feminist Film Criticism: 



Wyschogrod, Edith 437 


Current Issues and Future Directions,” Studies in 
the Literary Imagination 19(1): 7-20; repr. in Robert 
Palmer (ed.), The Cinematic Text: Cmtemporary 
Methods and Practice, Atlanta, GA: Georgia State 
University Press, 1988, 155-71. 

-(1987) Pocking Around the Clock: Music Television, 

Postmodernism and Consumer Culture, New York: 
Routledge. 

-(1993) ‘Feminism(s)/Postmodernism(s): MTV 

and Alternate Women’s Videos,” Special Fea¬ 
ture, Women and Performance 6(2): 55—76. 

- (1993) “Madonna Politics: Masks And/Or 

Mastery?” in Gathy Schwichtenberg (ed.), The 
Madonna Connection: Representational Politics, Sub¬ 
cultural Identities and Cultural Theory, Boulder, GO: 
Westview Press, 149-64. 

Laclau, Ernesto and Mouffe, Ghantal (1984) 
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical 
Democratic Politics, London: Verso. 

Moraga, Cherrie and Anzaldua, Gloria (eds) (1984) 
This Bridge Called My Back: Writings By Radical 
Women of Color, New York: Kitchen Table, 
Women of Color Press. 

Parpart, Jane L. and Marchand, Marianne H. (eds) 
(1995) Feminism/Postmodernism/Development, New 
York and London: Routledge, 1-22. 
“Spectatrix” (1990) Camera Obscura, special eds Janet 
Bergstrom and Mary Ann Doane, 21-2 (Spring). 
Suleiman, Susan Rubin (1990) Subversive Intent: 
Gender, Politics, and the Avant-Garde, Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press. 

Wallace, Michele (1990) Invisibilip Blues: From Pop to 
Theory, London: Verso. 

ELIZABETH ANN KAPLAN 

Wyschogrod, Edith 

b. 8 June 1936, New York, USA 
Philosopher 

While Edith Wyschogrod is perhaps best known as 
a commentator on the work of Emmanuel 
Levinas (1906-95), her writings reflect a highly 
original taking up of the thematics of death and 
negation within the spheres of narratology, moral 
philosophy, philosophy of history, philosophy of 
rehgion, and Jewish thought. Her perspective is to 


be construed as postmodern in a broad sense, 
insofar as her (a)philosophy has explicitly taken up 
the task of deconstructing the Hegelian Absolute in 
order to reveal the groundless ground of the abyss 
which Hegel too hastily declares to be aujgehoben. 
Wyschogrod has never ceased tarrying with the 
negative, but she looks into its faces more deeply 
and probingly than modern philosophers and 
draws postmodern conclusions. 

In 1974, her Emmanuel Levinas: The Problem of 
Ethical Metaphysics was published, the first book 
written about Levinas in any language. Wyscho¬ 
grod patiendy reconstructed Levinas’s argument 
for ethics as first philosophy: the Other is not me, 
cannot become an object of my consciousness and 
thereby transcends it, making an ethical claim 
upon me which reflects the trace of another 
transcendent Other of an immemorial past. While 
Wyschogrod showed how Levinasian phenomen¬ 
ology necessarily forced breaks from the paths of 
Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger, she also 
saw that Levinasian utopics was haunted by the 
specter of the Hegelian bad infinite. 

It seems as if Wyschogrod’s own thinking here 
decides to veer away from Levinas even as it thinks 
along with him, insofar as Wyschogrod’s projects 
from the 1980s onward have been on a somewhat 
Hegelian path in which philosophical abstractions 
are always linked to concrete historical structures; a 
link which Levinas only ever forged obliquely. Her 
1985 Spirit in Ashes dealt with negation and death in 
terms of the nihilatory power of the various death- 
events of the genocidal century that closed the 
second millennium of the Common Era: its new 
warfares, its various camps, and aU utilitarian 
structures in which the qualitative aspects of 
personhood are most baldly reduced to a commo¬ 
dified quantity. Wyschogrod argues that these 
structures are repetitions of death-structures in 
Hegel and Heidegger. Her vaccine-like solution is 
to posit a “linguistic and corporeal transactional 
self” (Wyschogrod 1985: 211) that acquiesces to 
the fissures of postmodernity but in this act, 
expresses its essence in its desire for relationality 
and its demand to persevere. 

This view of the postmodern self directly leads 
to the arguments of her 1990 Saints and Postmodern¬ 
ism. Aware of how standard ethical narratives of 
sympathy and compassion are undermined by both 
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post-Nietzschean suspicion of universality and the 
hyperreality of the postmodern world, Wyschogrod 
hearkens back to premodern narratives of saintiy 
lives, but reinscribes their factual and normative 
claims within the textuality and carnality of their 
narratives. The structures of sacrifice and gift in 
Levinasian ethics, informed by the fractured 
narratives of authors such as Shisaku Endo, Yukio 
Mishima, and Jean Genet, are recast in terms of a 
saindiness of depravity, in which the altruistic 
impulse is Hnked with an exorbitant desire as 
thematized by Georges Bataille. 

Yet this desire, for Wyschogrod, cannot remain 
merely directed towards future possibilities, as in 
Heidegger’s view of temporality. In An Ethics of 
Remembering, Wyschogrod constructs the philosophy 
of history practiced by the heterological historian, 
the historian who senses the pressure placed upon 
the present by the past, and wills to “promise to 
name the dead others... [and] speak from out of 
the cataclysm that she cannot name” (Wyschogrod 
1998: xiii). The view of time which grounds this 
wide-ranging analysis (from Immanuel Kant to 
Daniel Dennett) is one in which the “it was” is seen 
as an unsurpassable negation that, as fractured 
narrative or virtual image, interrupts the materi¬ 


ality of the present world. In this manner, 
Wyschogrod’s view of history repeats Hegel - the 
heterological historian practices the progressive 
drive of unifying subject and substance - at the 
same time that it is deeply non-Hegelian, since 
Wyschogrod sees historical substance as the 
irrecuperable abyss of time that has passed. 
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X 

For X to pertain particularly to postmodernism 
involves the compounding or modifying of older 
usages into events which are “new” if only in the 
circumstances of their use. Through the early 
twentieth century X is most often a place-holder 
for an unknown quantity, or an allusion to facts 
unknown or hidden, incorrect or prohibited. In the 
1980s and 1990s these uses have expanded into 
popular contexts from the old enclaves of science 
and risque art. They represent a shift from an 
allusion to something unknown, to the illusion of 
something unknowable. X then becomes a pointer 
to a meaning that can no longer be named, nor 
could have been named in the first place. Its 
combination of the unknown and unknowable 
enjoy refuge in the distinct stylishness of indeter- 
minacy, regress and mysticism. 

Origins 

X has long been used as a single hnguistic signifier: 
combination of a grammatical unit (morpheme), a 
unit of writing and/or sound (grapheme/pho¬ 
neme). Its enigmatic shape or crossing survives 
from linguistic pre-history, and it is this shape as 
much as its alphabetical status that apphes to 1990s 
mass media. In Egyptian and Cretan hieroglyphics 
and early Phoenician the shape of X has been 
associated variously with divinity, gifts, a reckoning, 
or a mark. From the unclear hneage of the Greek 
chiasmus x to the Latin X of today, the relation to 
the earhest logograms persists. The intersection of 
the human and divine, male and female, immanent 


and transcendent, terrestrial and extra-terrestrial, 
have been associated with the tradition of the cross 
from China and India to West Africa and Mexico. 
They have figured in forms of the Christian cross, 
and as the initial of Christ, recurring in runic and 
occult gift/life symbols. Despite hundreds of 
phonetic X-uses and acronyms there is something 
almost disconcerting in the recurrence of ancient 
motifs. 

Postmodernism 

Isaac Asimov reintroduces some of this mystery as 
a postmodern gloss upon scientific enquiry. In “X” 
Stands for Unknown (1985), X is a sort of relief, a near 
mystical pleasure in the perpetual unknown with 
which modern science staves off the ennui of 
knowledge. The mathematical “solving for X” 
presumably does not rate highly in Asimov’s 
religion of uncertainty, nor would the X-chromo- 
some, shaped vaguely like an X, or the many “X- 
linked” diseases that refer to it. Rather, Asimov is 
astute at intersecting the discourses of science, 
science fiction, and mass media. The originally 
unknown nature of X-rays (the beginning of 
modern atomic theory) or the X-particles proposed 
in the pursuit of a Grand Unified Theory in physics 
are two of the many examples that inspire 1990s 
media-friendly figurations such as the cancerous 
“Growth Factor X.” Where the mass media 
commodifies both science and science fiction in 
the same marketplace, such X-coinages show a 
tendency to leave one final and unsolvable X to 
attract the popular consumer of scientific results 
(see technology). 
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From the many X-coinages to be interpreted 
some tendencies can be noted. One “typical” 
postmodern maneuver occurs in the British X 
magazine of the 1960s, where X is a transitional 
symbol for a dissatisfaction with the modernism of 
the previous generation. The application of the 
shape X to the obscene or occult, and its extension 
of the play of interior/exterior in detective writing 
hold potential for enquiry. The loss of a family 
name to slavery in the name Malcolm X also 
deserves attention. Computer networks display a 
plethora of “X protocols,” and the cult-status of 
Unix/X-Windows in hacker culture suggest not 
only the crossings of communication, marking and 
mapping, but the tendency to adopt X witliout any 
intended “tradition.” The term “X-Factor” (ubi¬ 
quitous in the 1990s) is thus a pursuit of a 
pastiche of possibilities. Its early use in Andre 
Norton’s novel X-Factor (1967), summarizes later 
mass media fixations: “that which comes to throw 
askew equations, speculations, lives, history” (Nor¬ 
ton 1967: 120). Often imposing mystery upon 
chance occurrences, “X-Factor” has been gener¬ 
ally applied to mask the semantic relation between 
events and influences or to suggest their enticing 
indeterminacy. 

More complex observations apply to scores of 
X-titled science-fiction films of the Cold War 
period, in which the earlier use of the mystery 
man {Return of Dr. X, 1939) yields to unknown 
threats by atoms, aliens and governments. In 
Hammer Films’ 1956 X the Unknown, X marks the 
unfathomable rift that opens to release a world- 
threatening radioactive slime. In such films, X 
recalls the ancient crossing of human and non¬ 
human, crossing again with the technologies of the 
age of X-chromosomes, X-rays, and the imagina¬ 
tion of the atomic/genetic threats to the “people” 
as interior, via a pernicious “exterior” whose secret 
operations are unknowable yet highly organized. 

The long miming Marvel Comics series X-Men 
creates a race of genetically mutated youth-heroes 
who defend the “normal” world from such 
external threats. A similar generational disaffection 


applies to the children of “baby-boom” parents in 
Douglas Coupland’s Generation X (1992). Titled 
upon Charles Hamblett’s and Jane Davidson’s less 
ironic 1964 Generation X, Coupland’s postmodern¬ 
ism removes the millennial rebellion of the earlier 
book, leaving only its ennui (see virtual faith). X 
becomes a masterful abstention from history as an 
idea, replacing it with nostalgic history-effects 
formed from the flotsam of atomic age conserva¬ 
tism. The universe itself is imagined as “bourgeois 
time/space” in which characters are not of a 
modernistic “lost generation” (for which X would 
stand) but one whose sense of irony does not even 
permit anything so crass as a definition. 

Perhaps even closer to proposing a postmodern 
sublime is the success of the television series The X- 
Files, where all previous X-uses are interwoven in 
an attempt to explain the nexus of world and spirit, 
terrestrial and extra-terrestrial under one theory. X 
is at once arbitrary, but it becomes the name and 
sigil for the trans-historical enquiry into “the 
unexplained,” through which the show’s FBI 
agents pursue an ultimately unreachable “Truth” 
- always “out there” — always concealed in the 
uncertainty of its unsolved X’s. The brunt of the 
narrative is dedicated to a vague but highly 
organized alien/governmental conspiracy in which 
the “fact” of the extra-terrestrial explains the 
“fiction” of conspiratorial political history, rather 
than vice versa. The two heroes, types of late 
Enlightenment reason (Agent Scully) and mysti¬ 
cism (Agent Mulder) are themselves crossed either 
in disproving the entire premise (solving for X) or 
believing in a totality of the world which can never 
be rationally revealed (transcendent X). It is the 
supreme contemporary example of a very old 
theme. 
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Zizek, Slavoj 

b. 21 March 1949, Ljubljana, Slovenia 

Philosopher and Lacanian theorist of 

popular culture 

Slavoj Zizek became known to the English-speak¬ 
ing world with the 1989 pubhcation of The Sublime 
Object of Ideology. As the most prominent member of 
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